Making Information INVISIBLE

Excerpted from a talk by Derek Bailey in January ’06 on “The Future of Music” at Sibelius Academy in Helsinki.  About the impact of new music formats (mp3 etc.) on music in general.  Complete talk at www.cityofsound.com .

5. IMPACT ON THE FORM OF MUSIC ITSELF

I'm aware that earlier sections of this talk might sound a bit 'nostalgia ain't what it used to be', but as noted earlier, technology has always changed the form of music but generally by expanding its repertoire. For example, electric amplification partly creates the conditions for rock music; samplers partly create the conditions for the dance music. But focusing on these new digital music experiences, in which I've argued that the playback medium is becoming increasingly disengaged from the contextual experience around music, I'll now discuss how that context might also begin to fade away completely.

iTunes, Last FM, Pandora and everything else mentioned thus far are still niche activities in comparison to the mainstream music experience, but there's little doubt that digital music listening is growing in both volume and cultural significance. Given this trajectory, and that diminution or demotion of context, this new technology could be harmful to the form itself, rather than enriching it. This may often be inadvertent, based around lack of knowledge, care, or long-term view, but is a problem either way.

5.1. The effect of metadata

Given that many of these systems rely on accurate metadata, aka contextual information around music, it's surprising how little flexibility or accuracy or general importance is attributed to metadata itself. This is a particularly acute problem for those genres, often non-mainstream, in which contextual information is most vital and most detailed.

The best example of this is explored most thoroughly by Wayne Bremser's brilliant essay at harlem.org, in which he illustrates the paucity of metadata in an average mp3 file, or the iTunes application in which it is experienced, as compared to the average vinyl jazz album of the mid-20th century. It's difficult to conceive of how these new music experiences can be an advance when we see iTunes conveying that the track 'Jeru' is by Miles Davis and it's off the album Birth of the Cool ... and that's it. The genre may or may not be there, and may or may not be at all useful - on another piece, it could be 'World' for instance, which is particularly unhelpful; 'Jazz' will be applied equally to Kenny G and Derek Bailey, despite the obvious chasm. 

The date field in digital music services is frequently incorrect, generally based around the year the CD was last re-released rather than when the music was recorded. On the record inlay alone, we learn the names of all the players in the band and what they played; who composed it; and if the genre is there, what particular sub-genre of jazz it is associated with; which label it's on; with further implicit information conveyed by the graphic design. On the sleeve, as noted previously, one would learn where it was recorded, who the producer was, as well liner notes and cover art etc. In a music like jazz, or classical, folk, blues, avant-garde - essentially most non-mainstream music - this contextual information provides an architecture of knowledge upon which listeners can discover new music. It's relevant who the bass player is. It's relevant who produced it. It's relevant where it was recorded, when it was recorded, on which label. There are numerous facets around information architecture for music - some noted here. The average mp3 - which is limited in its ID3 fields to artist, track, album name - has none of this information. 

It's not just jazz; it applies to varying degrees across most music genres and is particularly acute with classical music, where such facets are especially relevant - such as the composer, conductor, principle soloist, ensemble, possible even instrumentation in the case of 'Early Music'. Digital music services are slowly eroding this sense of detail from contextual information around music. There is only one place to store 'artist' information in an mp3 file. So in this sense, is Glenn Gould or JS Bach 'the artist' when it comes to the Goldberg Variations? Both are, in a sense, but digital music platforms don't make this most basic level of complexity part of the experience. If one digs deeper in iTunes, Bach can be stored as 'Composer', but the software has little serious support for this information, and Apple would appear to have little serious intention in enabling it. Steve Jobs describes the core "DNA within Apple" as "taking state-of-the-art technology and making it easy for people" (The Guardian, 22.09.05). This is often A Good Thing from a product design perspective, but as products become generators for actual social connection and cultural meaning - for symbolic performance - when does this become over-simplifying? 

Further problems emerge when systems which do use metadata are insufficiently aware of the cultural field in which the system operates. For instance Last FM, despite its obvious computational brilliance and careful thinking about social patterns, struggles with the following example perhaps due to the blunt application of a systems-led view of the field on to something inherently, humanly unpredictable. 

The title of the Sufjan Stevens album based around the state of Illinois can be listed as 'Illinois' or 'Illinoise' or (for Slade fans) 'Come on feel the Illinoise'. That's the first problem. Last FM can only really handle one title, and while it does this pretty well, that doesn't match the actually appealing ambiguity over the album name that, say, an experience like walking into a record shop and asking for "the Illinois album" could handle rather more elegantly. Still, Last FM handles it well.

However, the second track on whatever the Illinois album is actually called, has the title 'The Black Hawk War, Or, How To Demolish An Entire Civilization And'. Or at least that's how it appears in my listening profile. Hovering over the name indicates that Last FM actually thinks it's called 'The Black Hawk War, Or, How To Demolish An Entire Civilization And Still Feel Good About Yourself In The Morning, Or, We Apologize For The Inconvenience But You're Going To Have To Leave Now, or, "I have fought The Big Knives and wil continue to fight the' (sic). And yet clicking on that track reveals two things. Firstly, that Last FM's visual design struggles to convey a track name that long - it clearly wasn't designed flexibly enough to handle the fact that an artist might want to name their track in such a way. Secondly, and more importantly, it reveals that zero people have listened to that track. That couldn't be right, so I clicked on the album page listed below, and then on the second track from 'their' listing. This revealed that Last FM thinks the second track on whatever the Illinois album is called actually has the title 'The Black Hawk War, Or, How To Demolish An Entire Civilization And Still Feel Good About Yourself In The Morning, Or, We Apologize For The Inconvenience But You're Going To Have To Leave Now, or, "I Have Fought The Big Knives And Wil Continue To ...'. Spot the difference. This version of the trackname had been listened to by many more people.

This isn't exactly a crime against music at this point, but if we assume that systems like this will increasingly be ways in which people discover new music, this kind of accidental metadata anomaly means that this track is simply less likely to be discovered. All because the artist chose to give it a ludicrously long name. That is, I'd suggest, his prerogative and a system which is designed around an in-depth study of this cultural field would cater for this.

The length of this particular filename is a very real problem if you have an iPod Shuffle. In this situation, the file won't actually copy on to the device, apparently due to the length of the filename being too long. This is a situation in which each component is effectively controlled by Apple - and it still breaks. This results in this track being listened to less frequently. (Rename the file 'The Black Hawk War' and it works.) Again, the technology choices around metadata are here limiting the music experience.

Metadata systems have to be carefully articulated in order to deal with a cultural space as complex as music. For instance, there are two artists with the name 'Donna Summer'. Again, record shop staff could probably help you, but can our new music systems? Last FM probably could, but not many others. 

The near-infinite diversity of music requires a fair amount of attention on localisation, as the following variants on Shostakovitch's surname reveal that Дмитрий Дмитриевич Шостакович (correct Russian spelling) = Dmitriy Shostakovich (English transliteration) = Dmitrij Schostakowitsch (German transliteration) = Dimitri Shostakovich (alternative English spelling of the first name). There are more variants, and most music metadata systems currently don't help at all. At a basic level, even a sophisticated entrant like Last FM thinks there's a difference between Paul Schütze and Paul Schutze.

Knowledgeable humans can easily pick out the connection between Bob Marley, Bob Marley and the Wailers, and The Wailers. Or that The KLF, The Timelords and The JAMS are separate projects but tenuously linked together too. We're comfortable with the ambiguity and unpredictability with which the Afro Celt Sound System become the Afro Celts, or the band Love and Rockets release an EP under the name The Bubblemen. Or that Aphex Twin and Polygon Window are the same artist. Legal reasons led to Dan Snaith, who released albums under the name Manitoba, changing his name to Caribou. Systems struggle to deal with complexity like this, unless the complexity is in-built and highly situated. Last FM's observation-based approach would spot many connections here, but not all, and few systems have Last FM's scalability. It's complexity means that it will struggle to become mainstream too. Do we have to do this trade-off between complexity and simplicity? Is that good enough?

What's the connection between Ransome Kuti and Fela Anikulapo Kuti? Between Howe Gelb and Giant Sand? Between Slim Shady and Eminem? Fans know. A good record shop owner would know. A good DJ would know. Then there are misspellings and variations e.g. Guns and Roses for Guns 'n' Roses. iTunes has no conception that Bonnie 'Prince' Billy is related to Will Oldham (they are essentially one and the same). In fact, it doesn't even know he's related to Bonnie "Prince" Billy (note the inverted commas). Or that Magnolia Electric Co. is the same as Magnolia Electric Company. Or the soundtrack to "A Clockwork Orange", which was released with the composer of several tracks listed as Walter Carlos.  Years later, Walter had a sex change and became Wendy. How do we join them back up, as it were? What about the difficulties over the titles and progeny of remixes? Or the tilde used as punctuation in Japanese subtitles?

As if to cap it all, there is an artist called Various Artists.

These are solvable, given engagement between those that know about music in particular and those that know about information in general. But they're not being solved. 

5.2. Visual meaning

In potentially less destructive fashion, the visual and symbolic impact of the track name is lessened hugely when viewed in any digital music application. Below, viewed in iTunes, the track name scrolls past a narrow window for the track name. The visual design is a clear compromise, based around an average shorter track name. Compare to the way the track name can be displayed on the back of the compact disc, with ample room for the name to roam around and with the typeface conveying further cultural meaning. All track names in iTunes are conveyed in the typeface of iTunes, which in a sense obliterates further implicit context around the track. These examples are from iTunes, but would apply across most if not all digital music applications. By converting track names to digital information, they become malleable within digital spaces - a huge advance - but here at the expense of any meaning in typography and graphic design. That may not matter as much in a spreadsheet, but it should matter more when representing art.

Cover art is irrevocably stunted across these new experiences - as illustrated below, the shift down in gears from the 12" sleeve to the compact disk boxset to the cover art as it appears (roughly, generously) in a typical digital music service, when it appears there at all. 

Much of the time the cover art just isn't present. All the physical impact is about the device, as illustrated in the seductive marketing around these devices. This again illustrates that the contextual information around music is considered less important.

6. RECOMMENDATIONS

Some of the negative aspects of the new music experiences mentioned above might seem minor, nitpicking even, particularly in the context of the all-too-easy nostalgic view of an earlier age. There really does seem to be more music available to the consumer than ever before. This is surely A Good Thing. But how much music can one discover, experience and how much does it actually mean without context? Services like Last FM, Pandora and iTunes all rely on systems which function to optimum when given highly accurate data. Compared to fuzzier, conversational matching of previous expert systems - aka music mavens, record shops, good journalists and DJs - it's potentially restrictive. Unless music itself engages.

It's been suggested that the most important, innovative companies in music are now Apple, Yahoo, Microsoft et al. These organisations create significant elements of the contemporary music experience, and the music world - not just the record industry - needs to engage with the nuts and bolts currently being forged by these new players. Equally, the music world will need to integrate with and partly populate the smaller players Last FM, Musicbrainz and Pandora. At this moment, this last area is likely to be most open to co-creation and yet the former industrial giants is where the mainstream experience is. 

6.1. Employ multidisciplinary design processes

I've previously recommended the importance of ethnographic user research in order to construct rich models of cultural fields, as part of the product design process, and that will help. Some have noted that the iPod, for instance, suffers from this lack of understanding the social context of music listening. Another way of achieving these rich models is for those in the traditional music infrastructure - educators, policy makers, music technologists, musicians, researchers, label owners, promoters, designers, editors, open-minded industry folk - to engage directly with those constructing these systems. (The recent appointment of Bill Buxton at Microsoft is a promising move). The systems are then informed by the symbiotic process of the designers also being users. From a software perspective, this would be called writing 'situated software' or the typically charmless 'eating your own dog food'. Without this connection with context, simplicity is foregrounded at the expense of a musical experience which is genuinely variegated. 

All of this is best enabled by a multidisciplinary approach, in which systems-led thinking is balanced by deep insight from music expertise and ethnographic research. As discovery and experience becomes more distributed, more curatorial - in a sense, less about traditional music industry A&R - the decisions that programmers make are now as important as those that Lester Bangs, Berry Gordy Jr and John Peel made. We may also need to think about pulling the curriculum apart and start joining together these schools of thought - much as John Kieffer has noted in the context of business skills. We can fuse the technology and software side together with the knowledge and agency of the audience and bind this to those who understand the cultural importance of music and what music is. In this way, we can create systems which combine the best advances of the social software movement infused with centuries of music knowledge, just as previous generations of music technology improvements were informed by this.

Pandora illustrates an approach which garners powerful music recommendations from deploying music expertise, yet it doesn't have the scalability or truly distributed model of Last FM. But Last FM in turn has metadata issues, too much immediate complexity for the mainstream user and a diminished physical, visual experience common to all digital music services. 

6.2. Rich metadata to provide context

On the metadata side, we could look to the fine model of the open source, "community music metadatabase" project, Musicbrainz (which underpins aspects of Last FM, amongst other things). Most of the examples of metadata anomalies described above - from Shostakovitch to Fela Kuti - were plucked from lurking on the Musicbrainz developers' mailing list. With their concept of 'advanced relationships' we have one of the few metadata systems capable of indicating the rich complexity implicit in music. Talk to some digital music services and they find fields for composer, conductor, ensemble, principle soloist all a little taxing. It's simply too complex for the average user, and therefore it doesn't get modelled. Fair enough, if the driver is the bottom line. But is that a rich enough view for an increasingly powerful hegemony around music? Musicbrainz provides a scalable, detailed foundation for a contextual framework around music. 

What Musicbrainz needs are interfaces for products constructed on top of that foundation which can develop from simplicity to complexity at the pace of the user, which create a richer view of this metadata and expose it usefully within the music experience - if we don't see it, we don't care. Only by balancing interfaces which expose the architecture of music in useful ways will induce listeners to look after metadata. If we can create visual or physical information-rich products which expose metadata in genuinely useful ways, almost as a side-effect of music experience, then this metadata foundation becomes rich, deep and well-constructed.

Lest this metadata seems all a bit academic or mechanical, a primary purpose should be to enable real character to emerge around music again. This would be an extension beyond even Musicbrainz to ensure that passionate discussion for music - no matter how apparently ephemeral - can be captured and utilised as part of a music experience. Last FM has the facility to integrate blog-like posting, groups and discussion around music, which is promising, but doesn't come close to the character seen in myspace (see addendum on myspace) or LiveJournal. This aspect of context is a good candidate for further ethnographic research.

6.3. Making contextual information visible in the experience

So projects like Musicbrainz will help solve some of the metadata issues here, but further engagement with the physical interfaces of the device world - which Apple have done brilliantly, in a business sense - is going to be a fundamental part of future music experiences. Various software products from smaller players are trying to fold visual information and physicality back in to the music playback and discovery experience. For example, Coverflow provides a browser layer for iTunes,  . Here's the notes from the Coverflow development site:

"Don’t know about you, but I find browsing a list of album names somewhat uninspiring, to say the least. One of the big appeals of a physical album is the beautiful packaging and aesthetic appeal, something that’s sorely missed with the digital equivalent. CoverFlow aims to bring that aesthetic appeal to your mp3 collection. It allows you to browse your albums complete with beautiful artwork pulled from any sources it can find ..."

CoverFlow indicates a desire to engage with visual contextual information - to rediscover that in the discovery and playback experience. The application Retroplayer goes even further to replicate aspects of previous music experiences, even adding in the distortion, surface noise and jumps of the vinyl medium! Whilst this seems somewhat bizarre - actually building the negative aspects back in - it does indicate a real tension here; that some are trying to recapture an element of context, physicality, experience in playback.

Other visualisations are made possible by new media which could also be part of a richer music experience - for instance, this enlightening interactive map of what records have been sampled by what records [Java format]. Or these two superb Flash-based visualisations of John Coltrane's 'Giant Steps', by Iain Houston and Michal Levy.
