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    A new medium is never an addition to an old one, nor does it leave the old one in peace. It never ceases to oppress the older media until it finds new shapes and positions for them.


—Marshall McLuhan, 1964


    JACKIE TREEHORN: “New technology permits us to do very exciting things in interactive and erotic software. The wave of the future Dude, one hundred percent electronic.”


    THE DUDE: “Hmm . . . well, I still jerk off manually.”


—The Big Lebowski, 1998









Introduction


In June 2012, a new store called June Records opened its doors in Toronto’s Little Italy neighborhood, a block and a half from a house I’d just purchased with my wife. June Records looked nothing like the dusty, cluttered record stores I’d grown up visiting. It was a modern, well-organized, well-lit retail space, almost a boutique. Walking through the neighborhood shortly after I bought the house, I was stopped on the sidewalk outside June Records by the beautiful sounds coming from the turntable playing in the window. The album was Aretha Franklin’s Live at the Fillmore West, and the combination of the Queen of Soul and a sunny summer day in my new neighborhood was impossible to resist. I walked in, asked how much the record cost, and walked away with Aretha under my arm, practically dancing down the sidewalk with elation.


Like most music fans, I’d spent the preceding decade gradually divorcing my music collection from physical reality: loading CDs into iTunes, iTunes onto my iPhone, and eventually the whole deal into the cloud. I still owned a turntable, an old Technics given to me by my friend David Levy, but it had been sitting in a box at my parents’ house for more than two years, utterly neglected. The $20 I had spent on that record at June was more money than I had spent on music of any kind over the same time.


That fall, we moved into our house, I set up my turntable, and finally played Aretha in all her sweet glory. Within a few bars of “Respect,” it dawned on me that this was the first recorded music I had actively listened to in ages. It had been months since I had opened iTunes on my computer, and I had no songs anymore on my phone. All those albums were hidden in my hard drive, nestled between old e-mails and various other files, beyond my sight. Most days I just listened to public radio in the kitchen or the car. When my brother bought me a subscription to the streaming service Rdio, I frequently found myself opening up the app, only to become paralyzed with indecision. My options were infinite, literally every single album and song ever recorded. What did I want to listen to? It was as though the ease and convenience of digital music had sucked the very fun out of listening to it. The entire world of music was just a click away, but I couldn’t even be bothered to do that. What if there was an even better song, just a few taps away? Something was missing. The way to bring it back, I now realized, was vinyl.


I found myself purchasing records whenever I could. I began by digging through the discount bins at June Records for old jazz and soul albums, but was very soon buying freshly pressed, newly released records by bands and artists I learned about by actually talking to June’s staff. Often, if something was playing on the turntable there, I’d pick it up: the harmonic guitar rock debut from local band Always, a fresh compilation from Nigerian psych-disco hermit William Onyeabor, the stripped-back instrumental hip-hop collaboration from rap legend Ghostface Killah and funk band BadBadNotGood. My new collection, which numbered maybe a dozen old records when I moved into the house, swelled so quickly, my wife declared a hard limit on the number of shelves it could occupy.


I was having too much fun to care. My modest vinyl fetish had tapped into something that was lying dormant since my first Napster download: the carnal pleasure of physically browsing and buying music. I would walk by a record store and suddenly the $10 bill in my wallet would begin burning, demanding to be spent. Half an hour later I would emerge with an album under my arm, my face swollen with pride, as though I had recorded the damn thing myself. In an age when I could have the exact same music for free, and play it on five different devices, here I was paying good money for scratchy, heavy, cumbersome discs of melted plastic that I had to play on a machine as temperamental and costly to maintain as an old car. It was totally irrational.


I wasn’t alone in this madness. Every few months, I’d stumble on a new record shop that had just opened, or an older one that was suddenly expanding to a second or third location. Each time one did, it seemed like a minor miracle. Record shops had been doomed to extinction in the collective imagination ten years before, deployed as a metaphor for dying retail businesses that failed to adapt to the digital era (“If bookstores don’t figure out the web, they could go the way of the record store”). Nobody opened new record stores. No one.


Then, overnight it seemed, these retail dinosaurs were not only back from the brink but walking among us, and multiplying in every corner of the world. News stories about the death of the record store were replaced by stories about the anomaly of record stores defying the odds, new record stores like June opening, and finally confident declarations that record stores were not only back, but were actually thriving. The number of new vinyl records pressed and sold has increased more than tenfold over the past decade, resulting in a similar boom in turntable sales, and record stores opening. June Records, for example, has grown its sales by roughly 5 percent, every single month since it opened, according to the store’s co-owner Ian Cheung, doubling its revenue pretty much every year that June Records has been in business. Just last month, yet another record shop opened a few blocks away from June. Cheung told me he isn’t worried about competition. The more record stores that are out there, the more relevant June seems.


More significant than the sales was the demographic buying these records. Andrew Zukerman, a long-haired, appropriately opinionated clerk at June (basically your prototypical record store guru) characterized the average customer of record stores over the previous decade as “crummy old men looking for great records in dollar bins.” You know the type: graying ponytail secured behind a balding crown, tattered Jane’s Addiction concert T-shirt tucked into patched black jeans, endless soliloquies of cultural superiority emerging from their lips.


Around the time June Records opened, something dramatic changed in its customer base. The crummy geezers were very quickly supplanted by younger customers; music lovers in their twenties and even teens, kids who grew up with digital music, people who had only ever listened to music as free virtual files on Apple devices. And there was one other demographic that came as a surprise.


“Girls!” said Cheung, with the exasperated relief of a man who stumbles upon a river after wandering the desert. “When girls started buying records once again, you knew things had changed.” Zukerman just nodded his head. “When girls started shopping for vinyl, you saw the look in these old guys’ eyes.” It was a look of fear. The return of the female vinyl record buyer, in ever growing numbers, signaled the return of the record shop to its proper place in the cultural landscape; somewhere young people came to discover music, and one another. Somewhere cool.


Everyone from the media to the music industry struggled to explain the surprising return of vinyl records worldwide. Commonly cited marketing buzzwords, such as authenticity, nostalgia, and millennial, were deployed in various combinations. Others just pinned it on the dreaded hipster, that ill-defined species of early aughts youth culture, which remains the preferred scapegoat for any urban gripe, from gentrification to the tightness of jeans.


I saw the return of vinyl records as part of a bigger phenomenon. The Revenge of Analog.
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Five years before June Records opened, I attended a retreat in Park City, Utah, organized by a Jewish organization called Reboot. The weekend included all sorts of activities designed to reexamine Jewish identity and culture, and a part of this required everyone in attendance to abstain from technology over the Sabbath, the twenty-four-hour rest period between sundown Friday and sundown Saturday. When I unplugged, I found the experience so restorative that I regularly began observing my own digital Sabbath when I returned to Toronto, even though I wasn’t religious in any other way.


A few weeks later, my girlfriend (now wife) and I were invited to a Friday night dinner at a friend’s place. There were eight of us at the table, and during the entire meal, everyone except my wife and I held a BlackBerry smartphone, typing away through appetizers, mains, and dessert. We just sat there dumbstruck, kicking each other under the table each time someone blanked on the conversation and returned to their tiny keyboard, while their chicken grew cold. This was the first time we had both witnessed such a fundamental change in human social behavior at technology’s hands, and it shook us both to the core.


Of course, we were observing just the tip of the iceberg looming on the horizon. Within months of that night the first iPhone would appear, and all of us would embrace its seemingly limitless capability to captivate our attention. Soon, my wife and I were just like every other couple; our faces buried in screens at the dinner table, blind to the world around us, and to each other.


Later that night, back at the apartment I shared with my good friend Adam Caplan, the story of the awkward dinner quickly turned into a long conversation about the way digital technology was changing our lives. Adam, who is a teacher and extremely tech savvy, strongly believed in the transformational power of digital technology. But he openly acknowledged that digital’s gain was not without sacrifice.


Adam had recently brought over a turntable from his parents’ house, along with the bulk of their records (including the complete works of Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass), and that vinyl collection provided the soundtrack to, and impetus for, that pivotal chat.


The experience of listening to a record was less efficient, more cumbersome, and not necessarily sonically superior to a digital file played on the same stereo. But the act of playing a record seemed more involved, and ultimately more rewarding, than listening to the same music off a hard drive: the physical browsing of album spines on the shelf, the careful examination of the art on the sleeve, the diligent needle drop, and that one-second pause between its contact with the record’s vinyl surface and the first scratchy waves of sound emerging from the speakers. It all involved more of our physical senses, requiring the use of our hands, feet, eyes, ears, and even mouth, as we blew dust from the record’s surface. There was a richness to the vinyl record experience that transcended any quantifiable measurement. It was more fun precisely because it was less efficient.


That experience was different, Adam told me, because it was analog. Analog, in the broadest sense of the term (and the one I’ve grounded this book in), is the opposite of digital. Digital is the language of computers, the binary code of 1’s and 0’s, which in endless combinations allow computer hardware and software to communicate and calculate. If something is connected to the Internet, runs with the help of software, or is accessed by a computer, it is digital. Analog is the yin to digital’s yang, the day to its night. It doesn’t require a computer to function, and most often analog exists in the physical world (as opposed to the virtual one).


As I began to see the world through this prism, I noticed something going on. Certain technologies and processes that had recently been rendered “obsolete” suddenly began to show new life, even as the world around them was increasingly driven by digital technology. Every week I’d walk down the street and find a new boutique focused on an analog pursuit that had nothing to do with computers: letterpress cards and invitations, film photography, handmade leather goods and watches, new print magazines, fountain pens, and, of course, vinyl records. A board game café opened up around the corner from our apartment, and it had a line out the door from day one.


I spend most of life as a writer, but I also do some investing in startups, and the trend I was noticing ran counter to the standard narrative around innovation in our economy. Everyone was supposed to be on the cusp of inventing the next great app, but the new businesses that seemed to matter in my life were something else entirely. They were places with walls and windows that sold things you could hold in your hand.


It was as though analog was becoming newly relevant, right as its very obsolescence was supposedly assured. The Revenge of Analog represented a resurgent and reimagined value for nondigital goods, services, and ideas, precisely when the transition from analog to digital was supposed to be total. But as digital technology assumed an increasingly large role in our lives, it almost seemed as if an alternative, postdigital economy was emerging as well. Although I first saw this trend blossoming in trendy urban neighborhoods, it quickly spread out into mainstream consumer culture. Initially it appeared as a trickle, but soon the Revenge of Analog was a torrent rushing all around me.


I’d meet with a technology company founder at a suburban Starbucks, and he’d be taking notes in a Moleskine journal, along with every other person in the place. A chain store, such as Urban Outfitters, suddenly carried a vast selection of new Polaroid film cameras, while Whole Foods announced it would be selling vinyl records. Each day the news would feature a new story about a fresh analog trend. Courses on mindful meditation, and luxury corporate retreats that forced participants to unplug, were proliferating in Silicon Valley. Books about the perils of digital distraction and the benefits of face-to-face interactions became best sellers. The very same friends who ignored me during that dinner a decade back now put their phone away during meals. Academic studies about the importance of real-life interactions, screen-free parenting, and reading on paper appeared regularly. Amazon actually opened a physical bookstore in Seattle, following other online retailers into the brick-and-mortar locations they once vowed to topple. Even cassette tapes reappeared. All of a sudden, analog was a buzzword.


How had this happened? Had I drifted into some sort of Wes Anderson–directed fever dream of handmade, curated preciousness? Was I simply noticing all of this because it fascinated me, or was something deeper driving this? Had our digital love affair reached some threshold, triggering a shift in momentum away from the tremendous and seemingly inevitable march of digital progress that had defined my entire life, for reasons that spoke to a deeper human truth? In a world increasingly defined by digital technology, why was I witnessing the Revenge of Analog?
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Every day we turn around and something else has been enhanced, altered, or shaken up by digital technology: our car, our house, our job, our sex life. In the clean, orderly narrative of technological progress, the newest technology always renders the old one obsolete. We evolved from listening to music live, to listening on wax cylinders, then vinyl records, cassette tapes, compact discs, MP3 downloads, and now wireless streaming services. The future of music listening clearly points to services that are cheaper, faster, higher quality, less costly, and entirely virtual, as it does for so many other elements of our lives touched by digital technology.


Up until very recently, if something could be digitized, its fate was a foregone conclusion. Magazines would only exist online, every purchase would be made through the web, classrooms would be virtual. Any job that could be performed by a computer was already redundant. Our world would be successively rendered into bits and bytes, one program at a time, until we reached a state of digital utopia, or the Terminators came for us.


The Revenge of Analog presents a different narrative, however. It shows that the process of technological innovation isn’t a story of a slow march from good to better to best; it’s a series of trials that helps us understand who we are and how we operate.


The Revenge of Analog is occurring now precisely because digital technology has become so damn good. Digital computing has been with us for the better part of the past half century, personal computing for the past three decades, the Internet for two decades, and smartphones for one. Today, a digital solution is almost always the default: the most efficient, widely used, cheapest, and obvious tool to get the job done. With a few finger taps you can just as easily order a warm cookie to your house as set up a massive data center in the cloud.


Because of this, digital’s overwhelming superiority initially renders the analog alternative largely worthless, and devalues that analog technology significantly. But over time, that perception of value shifts. The honeymoon with a particular digital technology inevitably ends, and when it does, we are more readily able to judge its true merits and shortcomings. In many cases, an older analog tool or approach simply works better. Its inherent inefficiency grows coveted; its weakness becomes a renewed strength.


This is why the Revenge of Analog matters, and why the rising value of analog goods and ideas I write about in this book is just the beginning. Surrounded by digital, we now crave experiences that are more tactile and human-centric. We want to interact with goods and services with all our senses, and many of us are willing to pay a premium to do so, even if it is more cumbersome and costly than its digital equivalent.


The Revenge of Analog not only questions our assumptions about digital’s inevitability, but the very certainty at the heart of the digital economy. This is a powerful current to swim against. The notion that nondigital goods and ideas have become more valuable would seem to cut against the narrative of disruption-worshipping techno-utopianism coming out of Silicon Valley and other startup hubs, but, in fact, it simply shows that technological evolution isn’t absolute. We may eagerly adopt new solutions, but, in the long run, these endure only if they truly provide us with a better experience—if they can compete with digital technology on a cold, rational level.


This is where the Revenge of Analog matters even more. While analog experiences can provide us with the kind of real-world pleasures and rewards digital ones cannot, sometimes analog simply outperforms digital as the best solution. When it comes to the free flow of ideas, the pen remains mightier than both the keyboard and touchscreen. And as you’ll see throughout this book, the natural constraints analog technology imposes on its users can actually increase productivity, rather than hinder it.


Let me be clear that this book is not a screed against digital technology. The individuals, companies, and organizations you’re going to meet here are not driven, in any way, by rose-colored nostalgia for an idealized, predigital past. There is not a Luddite among them. They are incredibly forward thinking and innovative, and use every digital tool at their disposal—online crowdfunding, social media, design software, smartphones—to bring analog goods and services to market. They aren’t pushing the digital world away. Rather, they’re pulling the analog one closer, and using its every advantage to succeed.


Because of this, the Revenge of Analog represents a tremendous opportunity for the companies and institutions embracing the universal truth behind this sweeping phenomenon. There is money to be made addressing the desire of consumers for new and reimagined analog products and services, but there is also a deeper lesson we can all learn about the way we interact with the world, and how our choice of technology shapes that. Even if you never plan to listen to a vinyl record, play a board game, or manufacture watches in Detroit, the lessons from those who have succeeded in these businesses are undeniably valuable to anyone, or any organization, looking to live, and thrive, in our postdigital economy.


I have written this book in two halves that explore how this occurs:


Part I: The Revenge of Analog Things examines the new markets for vinyl records, paper products, film photography, and board games, to show how the businesses that make and sell legacy analog goods succeed today by tapping into the fundamental consumer desires driving the growth of these products.


Part II: The Revenge of Analog Ideas draws lessons from publishing, retailing, manufacturing, education, and even Silicon Valley, to demonstrate the innovative and disruptive potential of analog ideas in today’s digitally focused economy, and the advantages they bring to those who embrace them.


The choice we face isn’t between digital and analog. That simplistic duality is actually the language that digital has conditioned us to: a false binary choice between 1 and 0, black and white, Samsung and Apple. The real world isn’t black or white. It is not even gray. Reality is multicolored, infinitely textured, and emotionally layered. It smells funky and tastes weird, and revels in human imperfection. The best ideas emerge from that complexity, which remains beyond the capability of digital technology to fully appreciate. The real world matters, now more than ever.


The Revenge of Analog is a product of that messy reality. It faces the challenges presented by digital technology and actually draws strength from them. Each technology feeds a different purpose, and produces a different result. What the Revenge of Analog shows us is a model for an emerging postdigital economy that looks toward the future of technology, without forgetting its past.


Before we go further, I want to ask a favor of you, dear reader. This is a book, and though it was written on a computer, and you might be reading it on an electronic device, it works best in an analog context. So, please turn off your phone. Shut out the digital world as best you can, and embrace the silence while you turn the page. Have a seat someplace comfortable, and if you have a turntable, turn it on. We are going to start our journey through the Revenge of Analog the same way I did, through records, and a visit to the heartland of the global vinyl boom.









   PART I


THE REVENGE OF ANALOG THINGS









       1


The Revenge of Vinyl


The factory floor at Nashville’s United Record Pressing (URP) is a living, breathing dragon of place. In the relatively small, windowless warren of concrete rooms, twenty-two record presses hiss, cough, growl, grind, and ultimately spit out vinyl records of all genres, weights, colors, and sizes. A Dave Matthews Band album is born right next to classic reissues from Primus, Pearl Jam, and the Wu-Tang Clan; chart toppers by Lana Del Rey; colored Iron Maiden collectors’ editions; a special release by Elvira “Mistress of the Dark”; and neo disco by Chromeo. The place smells like hot metal, sour water, and the sweet poison tang of warm plastic.


Dozens of workers hover around the machines, feeding them steam, water, grease, power, and black pellets of polyvinyl chloride (PVC, a.k.a. vinyl). They gather the records that spit out onto long metal stakes, to make room for more that keep piling up. The machines—great bulky assemblages of hydraulics, heavy-gauge buttons, pipes, hoses, and thick slabs of metal made decades ago—collectively cast off a drone so loud that it’s as though they’re not only working to mash the impressions of sound waves into hot pucks of melted vinyl, but somehow emitting a primal scream of all the music buried up inside this place, the source of an analog revival so relentless, it has pushed these old record presses to their breaking point.


Visit United Record Pressing as recently as 2010 and things would have been much quieter. A lot of the time the presses would be turned off, waiting for a new order, and two thirds of the people scurrying about today would have been working elsewhere. Back then, United Record Pressing was at its low point: work had dropped to one six-hour shift, maybe fifty people, just a couple of days a week. The owners had to rely on loans to keep the place open. On an average day URP was pressing a few thousand records, and those numbers kept declining, as they had for most vinyl record–pressing plants worldwide since the early 1990s.


Four years later, as I stood between those machines and their gorgeous cacophony, they were pressing forty thousand records every single day, operated by a staff that had tripled in size since 2010. They worked twenty-four hours a day, six days a week, with only the Lord’s Day for rest. Today, URP’s orders pile up like the stacks of freshly pressed albums on its shipping dock: it takes two to three months of waiting to get your record pressed if you are a big label, many more for independents. Until recently the company was so swamped, it refused any new customers. It can barely get the records out the doors fast enough, which is why United Record Pressing must grow, so it can press more records. Music fans are hungry. Their appetite for vinyl is voracious, and there’s no sign they are going on a diet anytime soon.


Wherever there is a middle class of music lovers, you will find a significant and growing percentage of them buying turntables and records to play on them. These include old records dug up from basements, vintage records purchased online and in stores, and increasingly, new records pressed daily at such plants as United Record Pressing. One European plant owner estimated nearly 30 million new records were pressed worldwide in 2015.


Nowhere has vinyl’s rediscovery been as widespread, or dramatic, as the United States of America, where United Record Pressing is the nation’s largest record-pressing plant, and one of the top three in the world (Germany’s Optimal and GZ in the Czech Republic are somewhat larger). From URP’s low point in 2010, it has seen business grow so dramatically that the company announced in mid-2014 it would open a second factory nearby, increasing its tally of pressing machines from twenty-two to thirty-eight, and its staff from 150 to more than 250. Here was a clear front line for the vinyl record’s resurgence I had experienced firsthand at June Records, and with it, the postdigital economy that was growing to meet a renewed demand for analog goods.
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There’s a reason they call Nashville Music City. You can’t swing a locally made Gibson guitar without hitting someone or something associated with the music business. From the Grand Ole Opry and the Johnny Cash Museum to countless recording studios and country bands playing on the Broadway honky-tonk strip, music seems to be Nashville’s driving force. The sweet country whine of a slide guitar still typifies the Nashville sound, but recently, Nashville has seen an influx of rock and indie musicians move to town, drawn by cheap rent, ample studio space, and a deep community of talent. Today’s Nashville sound is as closely associated with the raw roots rock of Jack White and the Black Keys, along with Taylor Swift’s powerful pop, as it is with fiddles and songs about pickup trucks.


Located just south of downtown, on an industrial strip of warehouses and factories in Wedgewood Hill, the entrance to United Record Pressing features two oversize records embedded in its facade. As you walk through the parking lot, little melted pieces of vinyl crunch under your feet. Inside, everything seems to be made of vinyl: the records framed on the walls and stacked on floors, the midcentury chairs, lamps, desks, floor tiles, and wood-grain wall panels. Aside from paper album covers, metal pressing machines, yellowing photos of such artists as Lionel Ritchie and Rick James, and the humans who work there, pretty much everything in the place is some form of melted petroleum by-product pressed into the service of music.


The company began in 1947 as Bullet Plastics, and was the first record-pressing plant in town. A few years later, Bullet changed its name to Southern Plastics, and eventually to United Record Pressing. The current building has been occupied since 1962, and has manufactured the records at the core of twentieth-century popular music: singles from Elvis and Johnny Cash on Sun Records, the heyday of Motown and Stax, and even the first Beatles record pressed in America. If it spun on a turntable in America, odds are pretty good that it was pressed in this building.


The place is a time warp. Upstairs there’s an apartment with furniture that hasn’t changed since the Kennedy administration. It’s called the “Motown Suite,” because black music executives could stay there when Nashville was segregated. It features a bedroom with a pair of black leather shoes on the floor, which have remained in place for decades, because no one is sure whether they belonged to someone notable, such as Smokey Robinson, or some random schmo who forgot his shoes.


“Music is just vibrations in the air,” said Jay Millar, the director of marketing at URP at the time (he now works at the label Sundazed), who was explaining the record-pressing process in the large “living room,” on the factory’s second floor, where the company frequently records live, limited-edition releases by local artists. “When a record is playing, grooves in the record are replicating those vibrations, and the needle is picking them up and amplifying those vibrations.”


If that sounds simple, it both is and isn’t, and serves as a good initial lesson in what is required to make an analog product a physical reality. Let’s say we’re talking about Taylor Swift’s album 1989. To transfer the vibrations of such songs as “Shake It Off” to a permanent, physical record requires several steps. First, Swift and her band record the album in the studio, where the edited tracks are mixed for balance by a producer, and mastered for the ideal volume by an audio engineer. The master recording is then played through a cutting lathe, which is basically a reverse record player that has a diamond-tipped cutting head instead of a needle. This cuts grooves into an aluminum disc that is covered in a semisoft black lacquer similar to nail polish. These grooves perfectly match the peaks and valleys of each song’s sound wave, and are the small lines you see on a record.


Next, the lacquer master disc is transformed into metal stamper plates through a complicated process that involves chemical baths, bags of nickel nuggets, electric currents, and several stages of repetition. The metal stamper plates, for both the A and B sides of a record, are then affixed to a pressing machine. Essentially each machine squeezes a hockey puck–size “biscuit” of melted PVC with roughly 6,000 pounds of hydraulic pressure, imprinting the grooves of the sound waves representing Swift’s songs into the vinyl, like a giant waffle iron. Each record takes approximately thirty seconds to press.


While the process sounds automated, it is highly variable and requires a heavy human touch. Everything from humidity to the particular mixture of metals in the stamper or the properties of a single batch of PVC can impact the quality of a particular record. URP is constantly inspecting the records that come off the presses for ticks, pops, or other “surface noise” that a needle would pick up, with microscopes, at listening stations, and with the human eye, and rejects up to 20 percent of the records it produces. These rejects are “dinked” in a machine that punches out the label, and then crushes up the vinyl to be melted down and pressed into new records.


“You simply can’t standardize the process,” Millar said, dinking a Metallica album that had a poorly adhered label, with a loud thud. “It’s inexact. Every day we find a new problem. If you were a baker, this would be like changing your oven and pan every single day.” Music is the biggest variable. Records have a finite amount of physical space for information, and the more you cram in there (say, a particularly loud heavy metal album, or bass heavy dance music), the more information has to be squeezed into those small grooves. This requires subtle tweaks at every stage of production.


“Every job I’ve ever had was in music,” said Millar, who is slender and wry, just shy of forty, and speaks in an accent that’s somewhere between his native Detroit, New York (where he lived for many years), and Nashville. He got his start at a record store, and eventually worked in marketing for Polygram, BMG, and Universal. He and his wife moved to Nashville in 2006, after Millar came for a Tom Waits show here and fell in love with the city. He was hired by United Record Pressing shortly after, and quickly became a key voice in the revenge of vinyl.


“I’m very representative of why the market got back into vinyl,” Millar said. “I’d lived through vinyl, cassette tapes, CDs, and MP3s. I got all my music for free, and lived in a small New York apartment lined with CD cases.” But when Millar got his first iPod, something changed. The music from his CDs could now live on various computers, so their physical presence didn’t matter as much, but over time Millar missed the library aspect of his music: the art, the tangible feel and sight of them, the noticeable differences of sound quality among various albums.


“A lightbulb went on, and I realized that I had all of that with vinyl.” Millar sold his CDs, and used the funds to buy back the vinyl versions of those albums. “Digitization is the peak of convenience, but vinyl is the peak of the experience,” he said. Millar is quick to point out that he is no analog purist. He listens to digital music all the time: in the car, while jogging, or when his records aren’t available. His wife even works for Warner Music as a digital production manager. “Digital is about making sure everyone has their music, and vinyl is the deluxe version, for the real music lover.”


None of this explains the revenge of vinyl as an economic and cultural phenomenon. It is not as though Millar’s “real music lovers” were a tiny tribe who suddenly grew more than ten times in size, as the vinyl record business has done in the United States since 2007, with similar numbers worldwide. What happened to the market for vinyl records before this sudden boom, and why was it growing so quickly now?


First, a bit of history: Commercial vinyl records were introduced in 1931 by RCA Victor, thanks to advances in polymer technology that made lighter, stronger, more durable records than the brittle wax and shellac gramophone discs of the time, which played at 78 revolutions per minute (rpm). They really didn’t take off until after World War II, when Columbia unveiled the 12-inch LP record in 1948, which could play forty-five minutes of music at 33⅓ revolutions per minute (rpm). A year later RCA came out with the 7-inch EP single, which played eight minutes of music at 45 rpm. These two formats, 12-inch albums and 7-inch singles, became the dominant vehicle for producing, buying, and playing the new postwar popular music at home, in jukeboxes, and on the radio.


Vinyl records had numerous drawbacks, including their size and weight, and the relative fragility of the vinyl surface, which tended to collect scratches over time that made records skip. They accumulated dust and static, took up a lot of space in stores and homes, and could warp in the sun. You couldn’t play them in a car, let alone go jogging with them (not that anyone was jogging). Then, in 1979, Sony unveiled its first mobile cassette tape player, the Walkman, and four years later, the compact disc (CD). I vividly recall my father demonstrating our new, magical CD player in 1985. Its robotic tray slid open with an elegant whoosh, and he delicately placed a little silver disc inside. The house filled with crystal-clear sound (George Benson’s Beyond the Blue Horizon, still one of my favorite jazz albums), and you could skip tracks at the push of a button. Here was a musical format for the emerging PC age, a clean, mysterious black box that somehow used lasers and digital processing to bring music alive. We had arrived in the future!


Vinyl record sales began slowly declining in the 1970s, as 8-track and cassette tapes ate at its market share. Singles peaked in 1973, with 228 million units sold that year in the USA; albums hit their zenith in 1978, with 341 million sold. The CD’s rapid rise pushed the record off a cliff, with vinyl record sales falling by half between 1984 and 1988, and a continued decline thereafter. Album-length LPs suffered dramatically (they hit bottom in 1993, with just 300,000 albums sold in the United States that year), while singles, which were still used for jukeboxes and by DJs and radio stations, held out a bit longer. Still, the decline of the vinyl record continued well into the twenty-first century, as CDs gave way to MP3 downloads and the iPod. The year 2006 was the vinyl record’s nadir. Worldwide album sales of new records totaled just 3 million units that year, and in the United States just 900,000 records sold, roughly a quarter of what Disney’s High School Musical soundtrack did in combined CD and download sales that year alone.


Mark Michaels, the owner and CEO of United Record Pressing, had purchased the business in 2007, after a successful career in global management consulting and private equity. An amateur music collector, Michaels felt URP would make for a nice, steady business that could generate cash flow over time. “The commercial vinyl had declined to a tiny, tiny fraction of the industry,” he recalled over the phone from his office in Chicago. But record labels still pressed promotional records for each new single, and this was the core of URP’s business. “That part was small and stable,” Michaels recalled, but he was unaware how suddenly the promotional vinyl business would fall off a cliff. “I didn’t see that coming, but the labels were looking at business models and realized that giving away twenty thousand records may not be the best thing for the bottom line.” When the recession hit a year later, it nearly killed the company. Michaels begged lenders to be patient, and laid off most URP employees. Many of its machines sat idle.


Vinyl records were, by any objective metric, dead. As one veteran record executive told me, at that point they were a statistical anomaly, a rounding error on the balance sheet of record companies, a fraction of a fraction of a percentage point of sales. By 2007, the music industry was deep into its struggles with digital downloads and piracy, and the future, though turbulent and uncertain from a revenue standpoint, was clear: digital, disembodied music, delivered wirelessly anywhere, anytime. CD sales were in continued free fall and even paid digital downloads were beginning to dip as streaming services, such as Spotify, grew in popularity. Physical music was on its way out. Vinyl was just the first victim.


Then came its revenge.


“By all accounts, ostensibly ‘replaced’ by the industry with a ‘better’ product, vinyl should have been dead by now, or at best confined to museums and antique stores as quaint incunabulum,” wrote Dominik Bartmanski and Ian Woodward in their fascinating 2015 book Vinyl: The Analogue Record in the Digital Age. “But something else happened instead. . . . vinyl saw a socially broader renaissance exactly at the time when the digital revolution seemed complete.”


According to the Recording Industry Association of America, LP album shipments in the United States alone grew from 990,000 in 2007 to more than 12 million in 2015, with annual growth rates of more than 20 percent. Various sources reported that by 2015, vinyl sales generated nearly a quarter of revenue derived from music sales, surpassing ad-supported streaming, as paid downloads and CDs continued to decline. New vinyl record sales generated $346.8 million for the music industry in 2014 alone, and likely many times that for sales of secondhand records, which still make up the bulk of vinyl sales. Since its low point a decade back, the vinyl record has grown rapidly, dramatically, and steadily. It is a stunning reversal. For some reason, people have purchased more vinyl records (new and used) in the past ten years than they did in the prior twenty combined.


Why?


First, the vinyl record never died. New album sales plunged to their low from a peak where vinyl records made up nearly 100 percent of music sales, but the existing records in the market, billions and billions of them, were a physical reality that simply did not disappear. They hibernated in shelves, crates, and boxes in record stores, flea markets, and basements. Every turntable that existed up to that point was still a physical reality. The infrastructure was dormant, but largely functional. “There was always a good market,” said Heinz Lichtenegger, CEO of the Austrian turntable manufacturer Pro-Ject Audio Systems, who began his own business in 1991, selling mid to high-end turntables at a time when other turntable manufacturers, such as Technics, stopped producing them. “From that first day I always had back orders,” he recalled. Pro-Ject’s core consumers were made up of fidelity-obsessed audiophiles and anticorporate punks, German jungle DJs, and moneyed collectors. They tended to pay more for records, forming a protective niche that allowed many record shops, pressing plants, and turntable companies to stay in business during the worst years.


There were some pockets of growth for vinyl, especially with underground genres, including punk, hip-hop, and dance music. Ton Vermeulen purchased a Sony plant outside Amsterdam in 1998, which pressed dance music records for the huge European nightclub market. “When I entered the building, we were growing very rapidly,” he said, “not because vinyl was growing, but because a lot of pressing plants were going out of business.” Vermeulen estimates that even back in 2000 there were tens of millions of records being pressed globally, largely for the club market, which needed new singles, beats, and tracks for DJs to spin with.


Second, digital helped save the very analog record it nearly killed. As record stores closed, the market for vinyl grew increasingly niche and vinyl fans turned to the Internet to buy and sell records. Millions of albums were auctioned on eBay, sold on Amazon, and traded on the massive online marketplace Discogs. Meanwhile, digital music’s advantages became its disadvantages. The advent of MP3s was harder on CDs than on records, and CDs (which offered no real sonic or aesthetic advantages over digital files) became an obsolete way station to the more mobile, space-saving MP3s. Because it could be copied infinitely, without a loss of quality, an illegally downloaded album was in no way different than a legally purchased one. Napster laid that truth bare in 1999, and the music industry never recovered. Once music was divorced from any physical object, its supply so vastly exceeded demand that people simply refused to pay for it. Suddenly, an album was no longer a desirable object worthy of consumption. All digital music listeners are equal. Acquisition is painless. Taste is irrelevant. It is pointless to boast about your iTunes collection, or the quality of your playlists on a streaming service. Music became data, one more set of 1’s and 0’s lurking in your hard drive, invisible to see and impossible to touch. Nothing is less cool than data.


Meanwhile, the previous disadvantages of vinyl records now became attractive. Records are large and heavy; require money, effort, and taste to create and buy and play; and cry out to be thumbed over and examined. Because consumers spend money to acquire them, they gain a genuine sense of ownership over the music, which translates into pride.


Vinyl records reacquired a counterculture cachet, which propelled them back into the core of youth culture. “Kids started buying records,” said Tom “Grover” Biery, a music executive in Los Angeles who was an instrumental figure at Warner Music when vinyl began to grow again. “As iPods and Facebook became their parents’ stuff, kids began searching for something different, because it wasn’t cool once your parents did it . . . just like rock and roll. And vinyl was not their parents’ stuff anymore.”


A 2015 research report in the United Kingdom found that the main consumers of vinyl records that year were 18- to 24-year-olds, and research group MusicWatch noted that more than half of vinyl buyers were under 25. Not ageing, retro hipsters. Not crusty old dudes. Kids who are discovering records for the first time. While baby boomer parents gushed about their new iPads and Spotify accounts, their children were dusting off old turntables and buying new albums for cold hard cash. Vinyl records went from a retro fetish to a cool new consumer good. Turntables appeared in ad campaigns, fashion magazines, and boutique hotels. “There wasn’t a couple days going by [since I opened in 2011] where I wasn’t showing kids in their early twenties how to put the needle on the record,” said Craig Brown, who owns the record store Heights Vinyl, which opened at the end of 2011 in Houston, Texas. “These are first-timers. That’s the market.”


The third major reason for the revenge of vinyl was more deliberate: Record Store Day. This annual celebration of vinyl record retailing occurs the third Saturday of each April, and appears to be the final push that kicked the vinyl record revival into the mainstream. In 2007, a small group of independent music store owners who belonged to a coalition called the Department of Record Stores were having their annual meeting in the basement of the Sound Garden, a store in Baltimore. The conversation turned to the state of the business, and all the owners told the same story: each had survived brutal, cutthroat price-gouging competition throughout the 1990s from such big-box retailers as HMV, Tower Records, and Virgin, and each had weathered the downturn in CD sales over the previous decade. But despite all this, all their stores were doing well and making money.


“We were opening multiple stores, posting twenty percent annual growth,” said Chris Brown, the CFO of Bullmoose, a chain of record stores in New Hampshire and Maine with eleven locations. Around that time, Bullmoose was doubling the size of its existing stores, knocking down walls to make room for more vinyl records and books. “It was totally counter to what everyone was reporting on,” Brown said. Even though these stores were profiting, the public perception was that they were on death’s doorstep. Customers regularly came in and asked, “How are you doing?” with great sympathy. Record stores had become largely irrelevant to all but the most ardent music fans, and that affected their very identity.


“Employees used to fight over new releases,” recalled Michael Kurtz, who ran the Department of Record Stores. Early access to new music was one of the main reasons someone worked in a record shop. “Now that was all available online before in-store. Our own employees [did] not give a shit. The amount of younger women who wanted to work in our stores had been reduced to zero,” Kurtz said. “We were becoming the comic book store nerd.”


Eric Levin’s ears perked up when someone made the very same comic book nerd joke during the meeting at Sound Garden. Levin’s business (Criminal Records, in Atlanta) had recently hosted an event for Free Comic Book Day, a promotion by the comics industry that proved incredibly popular. Why not do a similar day for record stores, to prove to the public and media that the record store was alive? “I’d read that we were dead; worse than buggy merchants,” Levin said, characterizing popular perception of record stores at the time. “But in my store, we were really having fun, employing people, insuring people, and making money. Why was the press so negative? The reporters wanted proof,” Levin said. “They wouldn’t believe I was successful. It didn’t fit in with their norm. It didn’t prove what they were reporting. It was unusual: ‘How could you be doing good if music is free? If Tower is closing? If Best Buy is hurting?’” Even though most of the stores were still selling far more CDs, Levin insisted that vinyl had to be the focus, because it was the way to get people to talk about the stores themselves.


In the months leading up to the first Record Store Day, Kurtz paid a visit to Tom “Grover” Biery in Los Angeles, who was then general manager of Warner Music. Biery traced Warner’s renewed interest in vinyl to an encounter with Neil Young, who came into the office in the early 2000s to listen to a digitally remastered greatest hits compilation Warner was set to release on CD. Young was so disappointed in the sound quality that he gave an impassioned speech about how no one was standing up for the music and artists in the end product anymore. “That’s when we took a conscious decision to really focus on vinyl,” Biery said. “It was never about revenue. It didn’t matter if we were gonna make or lose money, it was a good thing to do for our brand awareness.” Warner, like all record companies then, was hemorrhaging money and didn’t have much to lose in dusting off an old but proven format.


Slowly, Warner began releasing small pressings of select albums, aimed at the audiophile and collector market, or as merchandise that could be sold on tour. These albums were pressed on heavier vinyl, to appear more substantial (and, some say, sound better), and included music by Wilco, the White Stripes, and others. After Kurtz told Biery about the idea for Record Store Day, Warner agreed to give some modest financial support for marketing. More important, Warner would provide the record stores with limited-edition releases by artists, including Death Cab for Cutie, R.E.M., Vampire Weekend, and Jason Mraz, which would only be available on Record Store Day at participating stores. Some three hundred stores around North America and the United Kingdom participated in the first Record Store Day, on April 19, 2008. The coup was Warner getting Metallica to serve as official Record Store Day ambassadors, who signed autographs at Rasputin Music, in Mountain View, California.


It was a triumph. “It’s the first time we’ve seen lines of customers waiting outside our stores before we opened, ever,” Kurtz recalled. “That never happened before.” Many stores reported sales up to 50 percent above average. The press came out in droves, and the positive media coverage was exactly what Levin had hoped for. Record Store Day kept expanding. By 2009, the single day’s sales at many stores dwarfed their numbers on Black Friday and Christmas. More stores, more concerts, and more exclusive releases followed. Collectors waited overnight in lines to snap up limited Record Store Day albums, which they sold online, almost immediately, for many times their face value. That brings no shortage of complaints from store owners and fans, but it is a symptom of success rather than failure. Record Store Day is now a global celebration, with record stores, artists, and labels participating worldwide. Last year, one of the hundreds of record stores to participate was Dund Gol, which had recently opened up in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia.


Just walk around any major city, or even larger towns, and record stores are opening and expanding at an incredible pace. In the United Kingdom alone, the number of record stores reached a five-year high by 2015’s Record Store Day, with forty new shops opening in the first four months of that year around Britain, 50 percent more than opened during all of 2014. In vinyl-heavy Berlin (easily the world’s biggest market), there are now more than one hundred record shops, and popular ones, such as OYE, are expanding with multiple locations. Even large chains are getting back into vinyl. British retailer HMV, which dominated the CD era, emerged profitably from bankruptcy in 2015, driven largely by vinyl sales. Here in Toronto, a new record shop opens every two months.


“We tapped into something by accident,” said Kurtz, who now devotes most of his time to managing Record Store Day. “It was a need for people to connect with the community, like a music festival. A chance for people to gather and celebrate music. We created an excuse for a party, but were surprised when people showed up.”


At United Record Pressing, all of this trickled down through the business. Although the promotional singles market never recovered, the growth of orders for album-length LPs began stirring in late 2009, and moved steadily upward from there. Michaels had smartly repositioned the company for this surge, after reading a Billboard magazine article about the nascent growth in vinyl records for the digital generation, and had reengineered United Record Pressing to focus on higher-quality album production, rather than churning out inexpensive singles.


“By 2012 all of a sudden you saw some tipping point had been crossed and you saw single digit growth become double digit growth at an accelerating pace,” said Michaels; “2013 was exceptional, and 2014 the market grew beyond our ability to meet the demand.” URP hired more workers, bought more presses, and refurbished old ones. Even with this, the factory still couldn’t meet demand running nonstop, six days a week, especially in the months leading up to Record Store Day. Michaels had to build a second URP factory in 2015.


The forty-odd record-pressing plants around the world are all now running at full capacity. “The first three months of 2014, I pressed the same number of records I did in 2013,” said Ton Vermeulen of Holland’s Record Industry plant. “In April, the shit hit the fan. In September I started a second shift.” After decades of vinyl plant closings, new record-pressing operations have opened in Memphis, Michigan, Louisiana, Alberta, London, São Paulo, and a dozen more locations. Gotta Groove, which opened in Columbus, Ohio, in 2009, was initially pressing around fifteen thousand records a month. By 2014 it was up to seventy thousand. “If the capacity really is fixed,” said Gotta Groove’s co-owner Matt Earley, “and the demand is continuing to grow, and will, it just seemed to be the right business decision.”


Auctions for the limited number of record presses in existence, which can fetch up to $80,000 apiece, are fierce, and people are hunting these antiquated machines down as far away as Zimbabwe and Trinidad. When Chad Kassem opened his Quality Record Pressings plant in Kansas in 2011, he purchased his presses from an old EMI plant in Los Angeles and another in London. When I asked him how he finds presses, he said: “Any way you fucking can, is how you do it!” Earlier last year, Kassem found thirteen presses that had been forgotten in a warehouse in Chicago, the record man’s equivalent of striking oil. But like an untapped well, each newly acquired press needs tens of thousands of dollars of precisely machined parts, maintenance, boilers, coolers, stampers, molds, and other work to get to the point where it can press a record. Last year, a Germany company called NewBilt Machinery and a Toronto company called Viryl Technologies finally began manufacturing the first new vinyl presses to hit the industry in half a decade. Orders went to United Record Pressing.


Turntables are another key barometer of vinyl’s revenge. Although Heinz Lichtenegger continued to steadily grow Pro-Ject Audio Systems throughout the 1990s, in the 2000s he sensed various national markets waking up to vinyl: first the United Kingdom, then Germany, Italy, Scandinavia, and finally, around 2010, North America. “It totally changed,” he said. “Magazines and newspapers were writing about vinyl and turntables and our turntable business doubled from 2011 to 2014.” He currently has a back order of thirty-five thousand turntables in production, and estimates the global market for turntables is around 5 million units a year. That is enough of an opportunity to bring companies who previously produced turntables, such as Pioneer and Sony, back into the business, while such mainstream retailers as Target and Walmart have stocked their stores with record players.


Most often, those turntables are inexpensive models made by Crosley, a Louisville, Kentucky–based brand that used to make mini-jukeboxes and other retro-themed home electronics. Crosley has been manufacturing a turntable since the 1980s, often paired with CD players and radios in vintage-looking cases. “Our business was driven by their kid seeing the item in the Sky Mall catalog and saying, ‘Gosh, for ninety-nine dollars this would be a great Christmas present for Dad,’” said Crosley’s VP of sales and marketing at the time, Elizabeth Braun (who has since moved on from the company). But as the older consumer became more savvy with digital CD burners and iPods, their nostalgic interest in records waned, right as their grandchildren began to get into vinyl. So, Crosley shifted its focus to that consumer.


Crosley now makes more than two dozen different styles of turntables, from portable units with built-in speakers to branded editions featuring the image of the boy band One Direction, or The Ramones. They sell over 1 million turntables each year. “Our new demographic has never seen a turntable, never touched a record,” Braun said. The previous day she had been on a conference call with a younger Urban Outfitters marketing team member (the chain now sells more vinyl and turntables than anyone else in America), who asked Braun what the little lines on the records meant. “I had to tell her those are the songs,” she said.


From the economic point of view of the music industry, the vinyl record revival is something that is easily dismissed as a quirky footnote. Although vinyl album sales have grown dramatically since 2007, they still represent less than 10 percent of all music sales, and pale even compared to current CD sales, which still sell more than three times as much. But look deeper into vinyl’s market, and there’s more at play. “For a long time, I was in that camp where every time I saw an article on vinyl buying, I’d say, ‘Yeah, so we went from five people to seven people . . . so what?’” said Russ Crupnick, founder of the market research company MusicWatch. But the key to vinyl is its high price. When CD sales began their long decline in the late 1990s, with the advent of digital downloads, the labels responded by slashing pricing to the point where CDs were barely making a profit. New vinyl buyers, in contrast, aren’t as price sensitive. They are happy to pay $20 or more for a copy of Taylor Swift’s 1989, or twice that for a Record Store Day special release, because they get something substantial in return: an asset they can hold in their hands. “You could sell a lot less vinyl to a lot fewer people and make higher profits,” said Crupnick. Compare that to digital downloads, where he estimates a label needs to sell over 127,000 singles to break even on the production of an album. “The average price of that CD is six dollars wholesale, and you maybe get sixty cents [wholesale] on iTunes,” Crupnick said. “But suddenly on vinyl, you can bump up to ten or twelve dollars wholesale . . . that’s significantly more profitable than other models.”


Billy Fields, VP of sales and account management at Warner Music Group, is skeptical that new vinyl records will ever top $1 billion in sales, but he sees no slowdown in a format that is becoming a significant driver of profit. “Revenue per unit on LPs is far higher than anything we can sell. While there’s profit baked into everything we do, I say that it’s probably a really solid, high double-digits profit margin. Not as good as we receive on a digital download, but the revenue per unit is much higher.” And while the total revenues of digital downloads and CD sales are greater than for vinyl records, those two formats are in steady decline, due to the rise of streaming services, while vinyl continually expands. “Vinyl will grow because young people are making an investment,” said Jeff Bowers, an executive with Universal Records. “They’re buying a turntable, and a turntable only plays records.”


Then there are musicians. Despite the wealth of great music created since the MP3 and iPod came out, and the terrific opportunities for artists to speak directly to fans and distribute music online, the post-CD, second generation of digital music has been a horrible time for musicians hoping to make money off recorded music. Each new technology to acquire music that has come along since 2000 has introduced new ways to screw musicians out of the proceeds for their art. Streaming services may talk about compensating musicians fairly, but whenever anyone discloses real figures, the reality is grim. In articles, blog posts, and royalty statements posted online, musicians, ranging from well-known songwriters to fairly popular up-and-comers, talk about incredulous figures. Songwriter Aloe Blacc told Wired that his reward for cowriting one of the most streamed songs in recent years (the foot-stomping dance hit “Wake Me Up!” by Avicii) from the music service Pandora (which made nearly $1 billion in revenue in 2014) was less than $4,000, far more than the $16.89 Cracker’s David Lowery got from Pandora for a million plays of the song “Low.” In 2015, both the US and UK record industries reported that more money was generated from vinyl sales than from advertising-supported streaming services, such as YouTube, the free versions of Spotify and others. “With streaming they get paid in pennies,” Michael Kurtz said. “With vinyl they get paid in dollars. It’s a completely different world. If an artist and label knows what they’re doing, they’re going to make hard cash.”


With chump change like this, it’s no surprise that major artists from Radiohead’s Thom Yorke to Taylor Swift have refused to work with certain streaming services. And the reason is clear: the streaming services have proven technology, but unproven business models. Most are funded entirely by venture capital investors or by parent companies, such as Google and Apple, and on average they spend more money than they earn, giving away the bulk of music for free, in the hope that a significant percentage of listeners will purchase a premium subscription, such as the $10 a month I paid for access to Rdio’s full catalog. To become profitable, these streaming services need massive numbers of paid users to opt into subscriptions. With so much music available for free online, and new services popping up daily, hitting those numbers is a tall task. As I was editing the second draft of this chapter, I heard that Rdio had gone bankrupt, failing to turn a profit even after raising more than $175 million (plus $150 from me over the course of the year I subscribed). I phoned my friend Adam Caplan, a fellow Rdio listener, and broke the news. “Oh, man,” he said with frustration, noting that he’d just synced up his whole music collection with the service, and now had nothing to show for it. I told him the money would be better spent on more records. “Yeah,” he agreed, “the future of music is the past.”


None of this even touches on the market for secondhand vinyl, which isn’t tracked by the industry, and still makes up the bulk of records traded, sold, and played today. In 2015, the online music marketplace Discogs sold over 5 million records alone, representing just a slice of the secondhand market. For record stores, the profit margins on a used record are much higher than on a new one, and the supply is only growing, as more records are pressed, sold, and resold. With each new vinyl listener who plugs into a turntable, the value of used records increases. Darren Blase, who owns the store Shake It Records in Cincinnati, Ohio, says that while new records carry a 40 percent profit margin, used records can sell for double their cost, or more, and the price of used records is increasing each year. “We’re able to sell a lot of stuff that we couldn’t before, like that first Boston album,” Blase said, noting a frequent bargain bin selection, lending hope that all those unsold Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass records out there will soon find a home.
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During my tour of the United Record Pressing plant, one musician’s albums took up a disproportionate number of the records being pressed at any given time. This was Jack White, the Detroit-born, Nashville-based, guitar-shredding rock god behind the White Stripes, the Dead Weather, the Raconteurs, and his own solo work. Beyond his prowess on the stage, White is the most vocal musician advocating for vinyl and analog music today, and a visionary businessman when it comes to making and selling records.


“With vinyl, you’re on your knees,” White told Billboard. “You’re at the mercy of the needle. You watch the record spin and it’s like you’re sitting around a campfire. It’s hypnotic.” White has said that there is no romance in a mouse click; that physical, analog recording technology preserves music and sound far better over the course of history than quickly obsolete hard drives. He has recorded one of the top-selling records of the entire vinyl boom, Lazaretto, an album so packed with wild quirks and design features—a hidden hologram, a secret track on the label, an A side that plays from the inside out (which I didn’t figure out for a full six months)—it serves as analog’s battle cry.


If White is the industry’s Willy Wonka, then Third Man Records is his chocolate factory. In 2008, White converted a former auto repair shop into a psychedelic, analog wonderland that looks as if it was designed by Tim Burton. Each surface is painted either glossy black or in shocks of primary yellow, red, and blue. Everyone working there wears the company’s signature black and canary yellow colors. Third Man has a vintage pharmacy soda fountain, a stuffed giraffe’s head, old quirky cars, and motel signs. There is a concert venue where artists have performed live to the cutting lathe, or recorded with White as producer, ranging from local independent bands and Aziz Ansari to such legends as Beck, Loretta Lynn, Wanda Jackson, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Willie Nelson. All these records fall under the Third Man label, including all of White’s music, live performances recorded at Third Man, rare reissues (including Elvis’s first recording and a Carl Sagan single that has sold over 10,000 copies), and emerging artists, such as Kelly Stoltz, Seasick Steve, and the Haden Triplets. There is a quarterly mail-order record club, called the Vault, and a small retail store that sells records, novelties, and Third Man–branded merchandise, including black and yellow turntables by Pro-Ject and Crosley. There’s even a vintage 1930s record booth, where you can cut your own 7-inch single where Jack White recorded an entire album of Neil Young singing covers.


Third Man’s motto is unapologetically analog: “Your Turntable’s Not Dead.”


“Vinyl is an identity,” said Ben Blackwell, a musician (and also White’s nephew) who runs Third Man. “We have done over two hundred and fifty releases in five years and pressed over one million pieces of vinyl,” Blackwell told me in the fall of 2014. Although Third Man also puts out its music as digital downloads and on streaming services, the focus is on vinyl. For Third Man, analog is not simply the pinnacle of the artistic experience, it’s good business. It not only sets the company’s products apart from a merchandising and profitability sense, but it shapes the entire visual and sonic aesthetic of the label, which is a direct translation of White’s unabashed love of analog music.


“Analogue is the medium of all the kinds of music that I am really fond of,” White told the recording industry magazine Sound on Sound. “When you are recording and producing, you are aiming for something and if you want vibe, warmth, soulfulness, things like that, you will always be drawn back to analogue. . . . the actual sound of analogue is ten times better than that of digital.”


Up to now I have avoided discussing sound’s role in the revenge of vinyl. There’s a reason for this: as soon as the conversation turns to a comparison of the different sonic qualities of music formats, it becomes loaded with technical arguments on compression rates, speaker frequencies, and dynamic ranges. Audiophiles can spend their lives chasing the perfect weight to balance their turntable’s tone arm, and the web is filled with forums discussing whether anyone can detect the difference between a WAV file and an MP3 on five competing headphone brands. Digital music takes an analog sound wave and translates it into 1’s and 0’s, inevitably sacrificing chunks of information, and sound, in the process. Usually, digital files are compressed to a smaller size to make them easier to download and stream, and their volume levels are jacked up to compensate. But none of that really matters to the vast majority of music listeners, who aren’t really that concerned about sound quality.


Where sound does matter, and where analog music is experiencing a parallel revenge to the resurgence of vinyl, is in the studio. Until the 1990s, pretty much all music was recorded to magnetic tape. These tapes were linear and limited in their size, so if you recorded something, the only way to change it was to record over the top of it, or to literally take a razor blade and cut the tape. Digital synthesizers and other musical equipment have been around since the late 1960s, but in 1991 the first Pro Tools audio editing software was released. For the first time, music producers and engineers were unconstrained by the limits of tape. They could cut and paste certain solos or sounds in the computer, and drag them where they pleased with a mouse. Musicians could listen to a track, decide what parts they liked, try something new, and if it didn’t work out, just click Undo. There were no more mistakes.


By the early 2000s, digitally recorded music had become the industry standard. As hard drive capacity and processing power dramatically increased, Pro Tools became so inexpensive that musicians were able to set up studios in their own homes. Other companies created complementary programs called plug-ins: Auto Tune corrected out-of-tune vocals by locking them to the nearest note in a key, the Ultramaximizer automatically increased the music’s volume, while others replicated studio effects, such as reverb and echo, that were previously achieved with bulky equipment and complicated processes. If you wanted an echo before Pro Tools, someone had to perform at one end of a long concrete echo chamber, with a microphone placed at the other end.


Just as the digital dominance of the recording studio seemed complete, analog had its revenge. Musicians, producers, and engineers searching for the sound of the music that inspired them—roots Americana, blues, and classic rock—began thinking about how the process of recording affected the sound. These artists, including White, Dave Grohl, and Gillian Welch, began experimenting with old tape machines and vintage studio equipment, returning to the analog methods they’d once used. Critics and fans noted that these albums sounded different—more heartfelt, raw, and organic—and the industry began to take notice. In 2011, the Foo Fighters won a Grammy for Wasting Light, which was largely recorded in Grohl’s garage with analog equipment, in as few as three takes. “You have the ability to completely manipulate and change the performance with the digital stuff. You don’t really have that with analog,” Grohl told an interviewer. “I don’t want to know I can tune my voice, because I want to sound like me,” he said.


Nashville has since become a magnet for musicians seeking this analog sound, and there are studios around town that specialize in capturing it, including those owned by Jack White and the Black Keys. The largest is a windowless former vinyl record–pressing plant out in the city’s west end, packed with every vintage instrument and recording gizmo you can imagine, called Welcome to 1979. “You can’t fight the analog vibe here,” said the studio’s co-owner Chris Mara, as we sat down behind a huge wood-paneled recording console in a room packed with guitars, racks of vinyl records, tapes, and oriental rugs. “It’s so seventies!”


Mara had worked as a freelance recording engineer for over twenty years, initially training with veterans of Alabama’s legendary Muscle Shoals studio. When he went out on his own he faced a choice: spend over $50,000 to buy the latest Pro Tools setup and create a home studio, or use the analog equipment he already owned and build a real studio. In 2008, Mara borrowed against the value of his pickup truck, and opened Welcome to 1979. His business has doubled every year since. “I think the sound quality is one of the smaller reasons why people use analog,” he told me. “Really, it’s the process. This stuff,” he said, sweeping his arm across a laboratory of painfully restored, forty-year-old gear, “was designed by musicians primarily to record them. Pro Tools was designed for engineers.”


Musicians and bands come to Welcome to 1979 and other analog studios because the endless options, variations, tweaks, and plug-ins of digital studios create a moving target of unachievable perfection. You never have to make a firm decision with digital, because you can always drag the mouse to change the sound just a little bit more, and just click Undo if that doesn’t work out. Mara saw artists frequently burning out in digital studios after too many takes and edits. By contrast, analog presents a vastly more limited workflow: you play music, it gets recorded to tape, the tape is played back, and you decide whether it’s good or you want to record another take. This may sound simplistic, but remember that most of the greatest music you know, from Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue to the Beastie Boys’ License to Ill was recorded this way, sometimes in a single session. “People think limitations are a bad thing,” Mara said. “But it moves the process forward, in a good way. You can easily get lost in the process. It’s easier to stick to the plan when you have limitations.”


After meeting Mara, I drove down to Franklin, Tennessee, to talk with Ken Scott, one of the most legendary recording engineers in popular music. The first record he ever worked on, at just sixteen years old, was Hard Day’s Night. Scott stayed behind the console at EMI’s Abbey Road studio for the bulk of the Beatles’ recording career, and has worked with David Bowie, Pink Floyd, the Rolling Stones, Lou Reed, Elton John, Devo, and Duran Duran, to name a few. He learned to record with “all hands on board,” when the fingers of producers, engineers, musicians, and even the kid fetching coffee were literally commandeered to create a desired sound live in the studio by pushing switches and dials on the console. This chaotic process often led to “happy accidents,” which became integral to the final recording. During the mixing of “I Am the Walrus,” Scott was pushing faders, John Lennon banged on the piano, Paul McCartney tweaked a tape reverb machine, George Harrison made sounds into a microphone, and Ringo Starr was flipping through the radio, adding to the chaos. Suddenly, Ringo landed on a BBC broadcast of King Lear, and the contrast of Shakespeare with this audible acid trip made music history. That kind of spontaneous, arcane improvisation could only happen in an analog studio.


Over the previous decade, Scott had witnessed the unmistakable impact that digital recording technology had on the studio sessions he worked on. He had sat there as producers made rock-and-roll legends record fifty-nine guitar solos in a row, so they could edit bits of each together, instead of asking the musician to give his best take. He observed the greatest singers in the history of popular music having their vocals distorted through Auto Tune, and shook his head when bands opted for a drum machine instead of the Grammy-winning drummer hired for the session.


Scott wasn’t against digital equipment. Some of the earliest digital consoles had been used to record parts of Abbey Road and Dark Side of the Moon, and certain musicians, such as Daft Punk and Kanye West, based their sound on digital production. A computer was just a tool, but Scott felt the computer was being overused, and that musicians, producers, and labels were crafting their music to suit the technology’s biases. They recorded safe, vanilla sounds tailored to edit in Pro Tools. They got lazy. “A lot of recording has lost its soul,” Scott told me, as some bubblegum country pop played in the Starbucks where we met. “It comes from the head more than the heart. Done by looking at a screen, instead of listening.” No one took risks anymore. Take “Five Years,” the opening track on David Bowie’s masterpiece The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust, an album Scott had engineered. “The end of that song is so emotional,” Scott said. “Bowie literally had tears streaming down his face as he was singing it.” Today, an audio engineer would smooth out those cracks in Bowie’s voice with Pro Tools as he sang his heart out, even though that shaking voice is precisely what makes the song’s finale so arresting.
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