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Steve Albini Wisconsin Library Association President’s Luncheon Middleton, WI November 6th, 2015



I'm an analog recording engineer and studio owner, so it might seem like a bit of a stretch for me to address a group of librarians, but we have some things in common. Most people have no idea what we really do all day at work, and basically think there should be an iPhone app to replace us. In addition to that, I share with you certain concerns and responsibilities, and those are what I'd like to talk about. In my line of work I am the person responsible for making technical choices that will affect the longevity and permanence of my clients’ life’s work. If I don't take care in making their recordings permanent then they could eventually be lost. Most of the music I record is not popular, at least not now. Most of the bands I record are marginal, and not part of the hitmaking publicity machine that propels pop stars into ubiquity, but that isn't to say this music isn't important. It's important first and foremost to the people who made it, for whom it represents the culmination of ambitions spanning a lifetime. It's important to their immediate audience, which may not be particularly large, but it's also important to the rest of us, people who may never hear it. It's important to us because the music, if it survives intact may influence successive generations of musicians, artists, and other people who shape the world in uncountable ways. The rock bands of the 1960 and 70s were heavily influenced by obscure blues and gospel musicians who were never popular of a mass scale, but whose music survived in physical form long enough to make its way around the world, being passed hand-to-hand or listened to on specialist radio programs. The psychedelic and experimental music of the 1960s was important to the political underground of soviet-era Eastern Europe, to the extent that Vaclav Havel, the first democratically elected president of the Czech Republic named Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention as a principle influence. I came of age in the punk era, and I saw hundreds of bands come into existence, make their mark in the immediate scene and then disappear. Most of them did so without leaving any recorded evidence of their ingenuity, their creativity or passion. Some of them did make recordings though, and some of those recordings have gone on to become legendary, having a much greater cumulative impact than the initial impression they made at the time. Time will tell, but it stands to reason that some of the music of that era could be what Muddy Waters was to the



Rolling Stones or Frank Zappa was to Vaclav Havel. This time period, the late 1970s and 1980s was also the beginning of the rush toward the digital paradigm that has transformed so much of our world. For me, it manifested in a parade of digital sound recording formats, all of which were proprietary and incompatible, and all of which are long since disappeared, but each of which was meant to replace the open standards of the analog tape recorder, a mature technology that I still use on a daily basis. I'll name some of these formats so you can see what I'm talking about. 3M digital, based on the BBC PCM technologies, DBX Delta Mod, JVC Soundstream, Sony F1, 501, 601, 701, 801, 1630 converter technologies that used external video recorders to store data, Mitsubishi X86, X86HS, X86C, X400, 16 tk X800, X850, X880, which used proprietary data formats and sample rates, Akai ADAM, ADAT, DA88, Sony/Philips DAT these formats used integral transports based on tiny video head technology, Otari Prodigi, DASH 24, DASH 48, these were stationary head tape machines, much like analog machines, but used proprietary physical formats and special digital tape. The critical thing about all these formats was that they were incompatible one to the next. You couldn't take a 1630 master tape and play it back through a JVC Soundstream converter, you couldn't take a Mitsubishi digital master and play it on a Sony DASH machine, and if somebody brought me a 9-track open reel digital tape with audio data on it, I would have literally no means of recovering it, and would not be able to discern which of the many incompatible formats it belonged to. In contrast, even today, you can bring me any analog master tape, recorded on any machine at any era of the technology and I can play it for you. The earliest magnetic tape recordings were made on paper tapes coated with magnetic oxide, then plastic tapes, the materials still used today. To the extent that these masters have been physically protected, say from fire, then I can still play them. Even if I don't know at what speed or in which format they were recorded, I can play the tapes and we can hear what was on them. This is history. This is how we are informed by the ghosts of long dead geniuses. We hear what they had to say and we can consider their arguments anew.



I feel a heavy responsibility to the bands and musicians I record today, that I make their music survive intact long enough to possibly find an audience, or potentially inspire a revolution. For this reason I still record on analog tape, still use the methods that allow for open standard listening, anywhere on earth now, and anywhere in the future. The digital paradigm doesn't allow for this. Digital technologies are fantastic in their capabilities. They allow data to be manipulated in astonishing ways, and this has spurred the development of new creative tools and processes. What these technologies do not have is permanence. In the analog paradigm, you would write a book and put it on a shelf. In 100 years or 1000 or 10,000 you could take it off the shelf and read it. In my world, you take the notes of the session and package them with the reels of tape in a box and put that box on a shelf, then in 10 or 50 or 100 years you could open that box and recreate the session. You could release unheard songs, outtakes or versions that had never been completed. You could have a more complete picture of the artist available than was possible under the constraints of the commercial release formats of the day. In the digital paradigm there's no book. There's no master tape. There are no physical notes, not stuck in a box waiting to be opened. There's only a stream of data resident on a drive somewhere. I know there are ways of recording this data, but all of them fall victim to the disease of proprietary formats I discussed earlier. You can't take an exabyte cartridge and put it in a floppy drive. You can't take a thumb drive and plug it into a future computer that has no need for physical ports. The parallels continue between the different incompatible formats of the early digital era, the storage media, the fragility of the interfaces and specific requirements of the protocols for playing the data. Currently digital recording isn't done on dedicated machines, but on software on computers, like you would find in the general computer industry. Each recording software architecture has embedded in it things that differentiate it from its competitors and make it incompatible with them. There are also third party utilities and plug-ins, all of which become native to the session and can be critical to the identity and personality of the music. This software is protected by the concept of intellectual property, which is another critical weakness in its long-term viability and archival utility. To make sure end users have a licensed copy of the software, it will not work unless it has been authenticated. This can be done internally in the copy of the software or externally with a license key or a challenge over the internet. You can see how this has long-term implications for anyone trying to re-mount the session in the distant future.



Assuming the data storage device is functional, after finding a multitude of museum pieces to mount the data, a computer capable of communicating with the data storage format, the proper iteration of the software the session was recorded on, copies of the software for all the plug-ins and the antique cabling and drivers required to connect it all, the software asks for authorization. Please insert your dongle. Or failing that, connect to an archaic version of the internet and get an authorization from a corporation that hasn't existed in many years. Failing that, call the non-existent corporation's help line on something called a "telephone." Meanwhile, I'm certain that I, as an old man by then or a cryogenically-preserved brain in a jar, can play any analog tape recorded by anybody at any time in history. We'll never know what we lost when the library at Alexandria burned. We'll never know what music we lost to the ongoing digital library fire. But I can make sure I'm not part of it. I can make sure the bands and the music I record will survive and be potentially useful to future generations. I know this because I have already seen it in action. I have been doing this long enough that I have already overseen the silver anniversary editions of some of the records I've made, and I've seen obscure or literally unknown music reach an audience that was finally ready for it. I'll leave you with an example. In the punk era, bands would sometimes make recordings as demo tapes or for independent release. One band from Deerfield, Illinois, the Mentally Ill, did just that. They never played any shows, but they recorded a couple of demo tapes, from which they pulled two songs for a 45rpm single, which they pressed up privately. When they received their pressing, they had no idea how to get rid of them. They tried selling them to record stores but nobody was interested. So they hatched a plan. They snuck into record stores and put their record in the singles bins on the sly. Kind of reverse-shoplifting. Shop pranking I guess. That's how not-popular, not-in-demand were the Mentally Ill. They couldn't get a gig and literally had to prank their record into anybody's hands. Well you can guess the rest. Over the passing decades the Mentally Ill 45 has become a sought-after collectors' piece, and almost 30 years later the band were able to issue all their original recordings to an audience that had finally caught up with them. Our studio helped with the remaster, using all the original source master tapes, something that was only possible because the physical tapes had survived. The band rekindled its original inspiration and went on to record an album of all-new material. Libraries are critical. You all know this or you wouldn't be here. I taught myself audio engineering by reading books in public and university libraries. I wouldn't have a career if I hadn't been able



to pore over archaic technical manuals and research in libraries. I urge you, as much as possible, to preserve the physical objects of our culture. The books, the records, the films, the newspapers, and to preserve the metadata that goes along with them -- the check-out cards, the marginalia, the post-it notes. All of that stuff is worth preserving, not because it's important now but because it could be important in the future. And I don't mean important in its original context, I mean important like the revolution it might start or the long-lost friendship it might rekindle. Digitization is great for its innate capabilities of distribution, searching, and logging. But it isn't a thing. It doesn't preserve the material history of our culture. We need the things. Keep all the things.
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