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An Object-oriented Approach to Music Reissue and Remix

The article centers the discussion of pop music on the prevailing trend of remixes and
reissues in the crisis-driven Mandarin pop music industry to propose an
object-oriented approach to music. The widely-felt economic uncertainty due to audio
piracy these years has resulted in a significant increase in the number of reissues and
remixed albums by the TNCs-dominated Mandarin phonograph industry. These
practices of product recycling and remake connote aform of exploitation. Yet beyond
such economic exploitation, the article argues that what we are also withessing is the
increasing social mobility of pop music, since the extended life cycle of musica
products through redistribution and creative appropriation also substantiates various
socia circumstances of pop music’s valorization. From tracing the social trajectory of
pop music’s journey through time and space, we can map out how pop music’s
condition of existence objectifies a complex relatonship of trade, culture, and

technol ogy.
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An Object-oriented Approach to Music Reissue and Remix

The Discovery

In 2003, EMI Music Hongkong released an album entitled Pathé 100: The
original Shanghai divas collection, Redefined. The album collected 11 remixed
dance-style music featuring six well-known female singers, or “divas’ as they were
called, from the pre-Communist Shanghai.

In the arrangement of the British DJ lan Widgery, the eleven old songs originally
recorded between the 1930s and 1949 were transformed into lounge music mixing
jazz, trip-hop, abstract hop and down-tempo. Widgery's rendition altered the core
melodies of each song, with vocals sampled from the original recordings and mixed in
the newly created rhythm tracks. Bat Kwong's low and sultry singing in "Waiting 4
U" is accompanied by the low-key, murky trip-hop melody. In Li Xiang Lan’s“If
only....,” the somber electronic drums contrast Li’s high-pitched bel canto singing, “A
spring breeze touched the winter night, sent ripples across the still waters of my
heart.” Bai Hong's “Listen up” is brought out in thumping rock tempos while she
sings, “Listn up! The night is cold and the dew is on the ground.” Against the
backdrop of the pulsating beats and electronic soundsapes, the divas' vocals sound
distant, like ghostly echos surviving time to haunt the rhythm both funky and
nostalgic.

Like most other pop music compact discs appealing to the Asian consumers, the
album enables the listeners to watch and read no less than listen. The case is jacketed
in an envelope with the cover featuring a caricatured portrait of Chow Hsuan, the
most well-known divain China during the 1930s. The portrait shows Chow in a
typical 1930s-style bashful ook, whose willowy eyebrows and cherry lips appears
both flirtatious and innocent. On the side of the portrait is aline of words writing,
“Chow Hsuan Chill Out!? Electronic Bai Kowng!? Jazz Li Xianglan!?’ The thick
booklet that came with the disc introduces Chow Hsuan as * China's number one
singing movie star, she had alife that somewhat parallels Hollywood contemporary
Judy Garland in both its professional triumphs and personal tragedies.” Bai Kwong's
songs were “often far from sunny and have atrait that is both melancholy and
sensuous, at time posessing an amost Edith Piaf “je ne sais quois.” Yao Lee'sgirlish
voal quality “displayed in her 1930s recordings changed as she grew older, maturing
into a more sophisticated sound...and as good an example of Shanghai jazz as any
recording of the 1940s.” Written in both English and Chinese, the booklet paid each
divawith posthumous reverence, asif she was the embodiment of the nascent



modernized Chinese pop culture.

The songs of the Shanghal divas reemerged as “invaluable discovery,” according
to the booklet’s introduction, for their being salvaged from the brink of obsolescence.
In the press release, EMI Music Hongkong claims that they discovered the mother
shells of these divas' recordings, along with a thousand others, in an obscure corner of
the Gramophone Company’s vault in India. These mother shells were housed in there
since the early 1950s, when Pathé moved from Shanghai to Hongkong following the
Communist took over China. The new Communist regime soon confiscated all
privately-owned record companies. As there were not any production facilities
available in Hongkong during the 1950s and 1960s, al mother shells had to be sent to
Indiafor vinyl pressing, including those from the Shangai era. This explains why the
recordings turned up in Indian. The Hongkong office describes these acquistions as a
“wonderful surprise,” and could not wait to dust off these relics and bring them back
to light “with brand new faces.” The results were the remixed album and another
5-CD box set reissue called Pathé 100: The Originals.*

Scott Lash suggests that the idiom of the trademark is the secret of the brand.
And branding is pivotal to the accumulation and power in the information order.
Trademarks are “the syntax of natural/social/technoical relations congealed in
property.” A trademark materializesintellectual labor and affixes meaningsto an array
of goods. (2002, p.196) Advertising and promotional campaigns for the remix album
and the reissue valorize the trademark of Pathé asiif it essentializes the first golden
age of the Mandarin pop songs.

Pathé was the first record company in China. It was established in 1903 and
recorded the first Peking opera phonograph as early as the 1905. In 1934, the takeover
of the French Pathé by the British Gramophone Company brought the Shanghai
subsidiary to its new corporate mother. The British Gramophone kept the Pathé abel,
and initiated a series of experimentation in song writing by combining popular
Chinese with Western trends. Pathé recruited reputed song writers and producers such
as Lee Ginhuei, Lee Ginkuang, Chen Ge-Hsin, Yao Min, Yen Hua. Their works
meshed such diverse genres as Chinese folk, regional opera, classical European,
swing jazz, tango, and rumba. Performed by such legendary songstresses as Chou
Hsuan, Lee Shanglan, Bai Kwong, Yao Li, Chang Lu, and Bai Hong, these so-called
“Shih-dai Chu” (Songs of the contemporary) lured the then modernization-crazed
Chinese urban listeners to dance halls, movie theaters and loud speakers installed
outside the grocery stores to idolize China's first generation of pop idols (Liu, 1997; ).

! There are two other series came out following the first reissue since then. They are Pathe 100: The
series 1 and Pathe 100: The series 2. EMI Music Hongkong are planning to reissue some other
recordings in the near future.



It was the time of the Shanghal divas. Their songs, combined with the movies
tailormade for their singing, defined China's artistic avant-garde and established
Shanghai asthe “Paris of the East.” It was estimated that more than 50,000 recordings
came out of Pathé before 1949.

Pathé's golden age soon ended with the change of the political regimes. For three
decades, the Communist Chinawas sealed off from contact with anything Western,
particularly popular culture. Some Pathé divas such as Bai-Kwong, Li Xianglan, Yao
Lee, and Chang Lu escaped from the Communist China, while others remained there.
Pathé changed its label to EMI Music Hongkong. (The new EMI was created out of
the merger between Gramophone Company and Columbia Graphophone in the 1950s).
But the new record label could no longer resume the role as the trend leader of the
Mandarin pop songs. The Pathé era of Shanghai became a thing of the past.

The 1990s marked an era of internationalization of the Mandarin pop songs. The
music department of the six mgjor TNCs, Warner Music, EMI, BMG, Sony-Columbia,
Polygram, and MCA-Universal have all made successful inroads in the South-eastern
Asia, with branch officesin Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Phillipines, India,
and Hongkong. As the South-Eastern Asia was being incorporated as an indispensible
market of the globalizing TNCs, EMI also landed on Taiwan in the mid-1990s. It
bought out several local labels and made Taiwan the regional headquarter of the
Mandarin song production, seeking to take off from Taiwan to Chinato reclaim its
lost corporate territory after four deacdes’ leave of absence.

Giddens (2000) suggests that globalization is essentially a stretching process. In
the process the social system is unbounded and reordered across time and space.
Giddens terms it a time-space distantiation. For Giddens, the global extention of the
capitalist economy have contributed a great deal to this process, in which a complex
relationship of local involvement and interaction across distance was brought about
by the global activities of business corporations. China'sfirst golden age of pop had
already been a creation of the transnational corporations. Before the Communist
government confiscated privately-owned assets and turned the phonograph industry
into a state-owned enterprise, Pathé and Victor were two of the most prolific record
labels. Decades after, while Victor has faded out, the transformed EMI managed to
ride on the tidal waves of China’'s open door policy. Among a new generation of
various products of Mandarin pop songsin the styles of lyrics, R&B, rap, hip-hop,
folk rock, and dance, the “redefined” Pathé divas bridges over the elapse of time and
brought two generations of the Westernized pop to meet in one album.

From production, marketing, distribution to consumption, The Pathé 100 album
is a paradigmatic transnational commodity. EMI did not produce the album. Instead,
EMI commisssioned an independent music label called Schtung Music (also based in



Hongkong) for production. Schtung hired lan Widgery from England to engineer the
remixing work. Widgey is areputed DJ/song remixer in England. He had founded an
independent label “Million Dollar Record.” He aso remixed songs for the hit singles
sung by Bwitched. The production crews included musicians and sound engineers
from England, Shanghai, and Hongkong. EMI released this album in Hongkong,
Taiwan, Singapore, Maaysia, and China.

As EMI has more than 1000 mother shellsin this discovery, most of which were
preserved in pristine state and more than 70 percent of which have never been
published in any other format since the original press, the Hongkong office was
toying with the idea of starting a new label to engage in revamping old Shangai pop
songs. The goal was not only to promote these songs in Mandarin-speaking markets,
as the executive producer Fai Hung Chan expressed, but also to introduce these music
to the global market.

Asatransnational commodity produced and marketed by a transnational
corporation, The Pathé 100 album characterizes what Giddens says a circumstance of
temporal and geographical copresence, because with all the production, marketing and
consumption labor involved, and the enriched historical implication of the 1940s
divas “lending” of their voices, the temporal lapse has been wiped out and
geographical boundaries are no longer the issue.

The Pathé 100 album brings out a set of important issues. These issues are not
related to the meaning of the music texts themselves, nor the industry that produce
them. These issues concern the “social presence” of music: When pop becomes old,
where did the old record go? And how does the society in general, and the
phonograph industry in specific, deal with the old stuffs? If most poplar music are
“disposable” in the eyes of many, and their value lies in the subjective, aesthetic
“experience” they enlighten in the mind of the listener, rather than the function of
their usage, what is there to be problematize behind the experience of the old music's
revival? Between “junksin the way” and “invaluable discovery,” what are the criteria
involved in the selective work of the culture industry? How do we make sense of the
musical objects' change of cultrual category, ranging from a piece of lyric that
becomes “classic” to avinyl plate that becomes the object of collected item? These
guestions bring the attention from the industry that produce and disseminate music, or
the consumer who listen to it, to the subjective, however complex, cultural experience
of musical object asit travels across different contexts or networking of space and
time.

These questions are particularly significant in the current information order, as
the supply of “new” cultural products seems failed to catch up with the voracious
demand of networks of distribution or channels of exhibition. When the aesthetic



value of acultural product is no longer judged by its unique existence at one placein
onetime, the “distinctiveness’ hasless and less to do with singularity of presence, and
more to do with the minor variations of packaging and availability in different
commodity formats and under different circumsatnces of appreciation (Lofgren, 1997,
see Straw, 1999). It isthese variations that hierarchies of legitimacy and appeal is
constructed. They, as Lofgren argues, are part of the “cultural thickenings
of...belonging.” (quoted from Straw, 1999). The trivialities involved in making a
piece of cultural product “work” can squarely be used to describe today’s pop music
scene. Old compact discs could turn up in the clearance sale of the local supermarket;
or been filed and catalogued in the museum of recording industry. While still in use,
their diverse fates of circulation or preservation brought about their different marks of
value. Between bargained commodity and enclaved object of collection, it isthe
social “scenes’ where they made their appearance that confer them with different
economies of musical legitimacy.

The following discussion builds upon The Pathé 100 album to analyze two
practices of value recreation at work in the current pop music industry. The “scene”
against which these two practices takes place is the troubled Taiwanese phonograph
industry, where bootlegged compact discs and illicit digital downloading have taken a
lion’s share of the revenue loss of the phonograph production economy. My concern,
however, is not the crisisitself, but two corresponding practices in response to the
crisis and their implication for the current condition of the culture industry. They are
music remix and reissue. Although both are conventional practices of the
transnationalized phonograph industry, their more than frequent use by the local
phonograph industry in recent years deserves us to examine the objective implication
of music listening. Such an objective implication propells us to juxtapose music with
athing, and ask what works this “thing” perform in its social journey as commodity.

The Technology

Since the early part of the last century, producing and disseminating popular
music has been an industrial phenomenon. Although music’s industrialization has
been commonly associated with music’s “degeneration” as an organic cultural form,
Simon Frith suggests otherwise. He argues that the “industrialization of music” cannot
be understood as something that happens to music, but describes a process in which
music itself is made. In other words, pop music should be seen as afinal product of
theindustrial process, not the raw material. And the process of pop music making
fuses capital, technical, and musical arguments. (Frith, 1997, p. 50)

Technological change as an aspect of the industrialization has a profound effect



on the creative process of music and the way judgments were made of it. Alan Durant
(1990) suggests that this factor correlates with changes in ways of making,
distributing and thinking about music. From analogical recording to digitalization, the
creative procedure has, over the years, gradually emphasized the synthesizing
capacity of the machines. Pop music creation in the digital age has taken on the
character of amode of mechanical reproduction, as the technology to “store,”
“simulate,” and “replay” turns a piece of musical work into quotable “excerpts.” For
instance, the interlocking network of digital technologies has made possible the
cooridination of musical instruments and computers. This interface enables musicians
to use pre-set sounds (natural or synthesized sounds stored in memory and loaded
from disk) and to layer, or combine, such sounds to create new musical texture.
Sampling, asit is caled, represents a new form of musical collage in which originality
and creativity is cast in new light.

Creatively, The Pathé 100 album is awork of sampling combining digitalized
synthesization and collage. To present the divas in redefined tunes, their vocals,
originally recorded on the 78 rpm discs (the most advanced recording technol ogy
accroding to the 1940s’ standard) were extracted from the background musical
accompaniments, transformed into and stored as digital data, and remixed with the
other synthesized hugin or violin sections, drums, newly-created patterns of electronic
sounds, and background vocal harmony. Althogh the divas' vocals appeared to be
promoted as the protagonist of the album, in substance, their vocals are in a sense
“appropriated” rather than preserved. The original singing section are abridged for
specific parts, with which the producer timed their replay according to the
newly-created rhythms. Such asin Bai-Kwong's “ Autumn Evening,” “I live for the
night” isthe only line of lyrics repeated throughout the mel ody—the role of singing
has been reduced a sort of cadence. Besides, the divas' vocals are embellished with
vaious audio gimmicks such as mechanical vibratos, reverberations, scratches, echos,
and repeats. The only element from the original recording that isleft intact is the
monophonic sound quality of the divas' singing, which contrasts the polyphonic
synthesized soundscape to be emphasized as an index of time lapse.

Sampling in many ways represents aradical, albeit postmodern, cultural
practice that challenges the established concept of music making. A generalized view
against it isthat it dehumanizes music playing and, particularly, leaves authorship in
jeopardy. Whilein “origina” music making, composition and performance are two
distinctive processes, and studio recording is at most technical support that corrects
mistakes to bring out the best performance quality. Digitalization levels their
differences and reduces the mystique of creation to an act of keyboard manipulation.
Such machine protocols as MIDI (Musical Instrument Digital Interface), sequencer,



synthesizer, and sampler take out the craftsmanship in music, leaving the programmer
as musician who retrieves, quotes, alludes, or simulates piecemeals of stored rhythms,
beats, sound patterns, vocals, and timbres of existing works.

Sampling triggers ethical controvery particularly for its infamous parallel with
“theft.” In sampling, it was the recording, not that idea, that gets copied.

Nevertheless, such music forms as acid house, rap, and hip-hop owe their
reputation to sampling. Rap musicians deliberately use sampling in an oppositional
manner to contest the capitalist notions of public and private property (Porcello, 1991;
in Hesmondalph, 2002, p. 207) Sampling opens up new textural possibilities for
music for it allows for new forms of collage (Frith, 1987; Hesmondal ph, 2002, p. 204;
Durant, 1990). Alan Durant (1990) argues that sampling represents a new musical
literacy in the sense that with it, awhole public domain in musical cultureis preserved
and is available for reverential, ironic, comic or critical reference. Andrew Goodwin
went so far as to distinguish three types of functions for sampling. The “realist”
sampling simulate a particular instrument sound; a short-cut in production. In
modernist sampling, juxtaposition of “quotes’ serveto ironize or satirise excerpted
material, undermining or redefining its established connotations; or it alludes to
identify with a particular tradition. Postmodern sampling bears fomal similarity to
modernist sampling, but jextaposes materialsin a network of “texts’ which refuse any
position of judgment on them. In postmodern sampling, the listener has only atissue
of fragmented references which exemplify a culture saturated with sounds but which
prevent interpretive fixities or certitudes. (Goodwin, 1988; quoted in Durant, 1990).

Whatever category that The Pathé 100 album fallsinto, its sampling of the
1940s divas vocals demonstrates that music today is not only to be understood as a
combination of cultural symbols that substantiate a creative mind, nor only a cultura
“text” over which diverse meanings are contested or negotiated. Indeed, a piece of
music also represents a piece of “property.” Its component parts, ever since its
moment of creation, are potential “raw materials’ opened up for futural usage. Durant
points out that current legal argument seeks to balance two conflicting interests
regarding sampling: on the one side is the legal right of an author or producer to
exploit intellectual work, which calls for restrictions of copyright; on the other sideis
apublic interest in preserving afreedom to quote, alude to, and draw on things in the
public domian. Both represent conflicting interests over its usage. Whether it is
opportunistic cloning or creative collage, infringement of rights or democratization of
sound, digitalization enables music to be borrowed, quoted, and simulated. It gives
music a material outlook.

The Reissue Boom



In his pessimistic critique of the capitalist economy, Theodore Adorno uses the
term “pseudo-individualization” to characterize the mass produced, standardized
capitalist production, whereby the “same” products are made to seem different by the
use of individua “gimmicks’ (in Goodwin, 1992, p. 76). Reissues play up the
gimmicks of time lapse and breath new and different life into same old stuffs. In an
industry where massive circulation depends on a faster rate of new product turnouts
and turnovers, reissues constitutes an aternative economy of product recyling.

Yet the alterative sometimes turns mainstream. Burnett (1992) observes that
reissues appeared to have peaked in the early 1980s in the United States, which led to
asubstantial decline in the number of new releases. The reissue boom at that time was
related to the new compact discs as an emerging distribution medium, which justified
the major companies commitment to preserve old music in new materials. Since
production costs were generally recovered when originally isssued and royalty terms
also favored the companies, reissues were considered more profitable than new
releases.

Similar reissue boom is also taking place in Taiwan in the recent years. The
advancement of distriubtion medium also consitutues the major cause, but thistime it
is the compact disc that is threatened to be replaced. The economy of the phonograph
industry in Taiwan has been experiencing along-term recession, which hasled to a
reliance of the major record labels on back catalogues for profits. It is estimated that
music sales from rereleasing old materials has accounted for almost half of the
revenue of the phonograph industry (Wu, in interview).

One explanation for this peculiar phenomenon is that new technology has made
the industry losing grip of the youth listeners. Although pop music has always been
the lingua franca of the the youth culture, and the market considers them the mainstay
of revenue. These years teen-age listeners are less and less willing to “ pay their due”
by purchasing compact discs (Kuo, in interview). Instead, audio piracy is becoming a
major source of cheap, or free, music. The peer-to-peer file-sharing software and
bootlegged compact discs evade the existing production and distribution system,
making record providers areluctant source of complimentary music.

Audio piracy has certainly dealt the Mandarin pop song market a strong blow.
Over the last fourteen years, the general output value of Taiwan’s music indurty went
up and down asif taking on aroller coaster ride. Between 1991 and 1997, when
digital downloading has not yet impacted the local market, the general market value
almost doubled. The impressive growth has made Taiwan the thirteenth biggest music
market in the world, and the second in Asia. Yet the upsurge of record sales was
followed by years of drastic decline. By 2003, audio piracy has seriously stricken the
the general output value, resulting in a shrinkage of the market to only one-fourth of



its size during the prime time.

While teen-agers seem to have abandoned the compact disc market, adult
listenersfill in the vacuum. Reissues particulary appeal to adult listeners' nostalgiafor
the old tunes from the pre-compact disc era. Due to this, mgjor record labels fed the
market by rereleasing old Mandarin or Western pop songs from the pre-compact disc
era, wishing to aim at the adults between the ages of 25 to 45 who still make
collecting amagor hobby. Old works from such pop stars as Queens, Elton John, Nana
Muscouri, and the indigenous pop singers from the 70s and the 80s were rereleased in
drove. Sometimes, reissues gave deceased pop icon more than rewarding posthumous
careers. Between 2000 and 2004, there were at |east fifty reissued albums dedicated to
the loving memory of Teresa Deng, who died of athema at the age of 46 in 1996.

Yet the profit reaped from the adult listener’s nostal gic sentiment covers only a
segment of the revenue generated from record reissues. Relatively new but popular
recording artisits, who have only three or four hit albums, are also credited with
reissues. For these so-called “ best selections,” the record company would pick hit
songs from different old albums, adding up two to three new works as bonusto go
with the old ones. Plus brand-new packaging and concentrated promotional stunt,
more than occasionally the “best selection” albums even outperform new releases. For
instance, Virgin record asubsidiary of EMI Music Taiwan released an album entitled
“Beautiful Episode” for ElvaHsiao, afemale singer specializesin R&B and adult
lyrics, before her contract with Virgin expired. The album collected 24 songs by Hsiao
from the four albums previously released by Virgin. Hsiao’'s album soon became
number one selling album in July 2004.

The “best selection” strategy has become afloatation device for the sinking
record company. Major record labels pitched the strategy to reconcile with, rather than
confront, the rampant bootlegged compact discs and illicit digital downloading. In the
slogan “added volumn, not added price,” reissues are considered a safe bargain, since
the production costs were slashed, and consumers gain at least two-CD worth of songs
at the price of one. The strategy turned out to be effective for the record company to
create instant selling hikes. In January 2004, five major record labels churned out 17
“best selection” albums before the Chinese New Year looking to tie in to the shopping
spree during this national holiday. Reissues became major record companies panacea

2 Accordi ng to the estimate of IFPI, in 1991, the market value stood at 223 miilion US dollars.
By 1997, the number surged to 427 million US dollars. Yet the sales number took a drastic
downturn after 1998. In 2000, the estimated output value dropped to 283 million dollars. And

by 2003, only 132 miilion US dollars worth of recording products were sold.



to inflate the dollar volumn before the sales for the fiscal year ends with deficit.

Reissues can be seen asa“flexible’ strategy of operation by the transnational
coporations. Drawing on David Harvey's characterization of the neo-Fordist strategies
of flexible accumulation, Michael Curtain suggests that major media corporations
began to reorganize their operations so as to become more flexible in manufacturing
and more responsive to local markets. Consolidation and conglomeration not only
turned big corporation bigger, they also made them more decentralized in
management to adapt for the fickle local markets. This means that the TNCs would
focus their efforts mainly on controlling the channels of distribution, rather than the
creative processes. Curtain suggests that this strategy leaves room for niche markets,
as these previously considered undeserved markets are valued and incorporated in the
globalizing maneuvering strategy.

Curtain did a good job to demonstrate the globalization/fragmentation dialectics
at work in the current corporate expansion politics. Nevertheless, such flexibiltiy
could represent a double-edged sword when the innovation of music is the issue.
Curtain suggests that big corporations are more willing to invest on more specialized
music forms these days so asto explore fragmentary markets. A natural extention of
this observation can be led to validate the claim that conglomeration does not
necessarily exclude innovation. But similar pursuit also results in Taiwan's reissue
booms, where the transnational s exploit channels of distribution “at the expanse” of
the creative processes.

Put it smply, the increasing number of music reissuesis aflexible strategy of the
TNCsin response to the crisis economy of the shrinking market demand. And such
flexibility often connotes short-sighted opportunism. In the past two decades, the
phonograph industry of Taiwan has been transformed into what scholar Taen Dow Lee
terms a*“ production, marketing and promotional sub-sector of the transnational
corporations.” It went from arather self-contained, ma-and-paindustry before the
1980s, to industrialization and conglomeration of the 1980s, to rapid
internationalization during the 1990s (Wang, 1999). Before the late 1980s, roughly 12
major companies, mostly locals, dominated the sales of Taiwan’'s phonograph industry.
Transnationals remained marginally connected to the local market only in terms of
importing products or authorizing franchise. Yet, as transnationals slowly built up
brand reputation with their products and came to grasp the distribution system, their
involvment in the local market evolved from authorization to strategic alliance, and
ultimately on to consolidation. By 1995, the six transnationals, Polygram, EMI, BMG,
Warner, Sony-Columia, and MCA-Universal have all landed in Taiwan with branch
offices. In 1997, the merger of MCA and Seagram brought Polygram to
MCA-Universal, reducing the number of transnationals in Taiwan to five. Throughout



the wave of consolidation in the 1990s, most of the 12 local record labels were either
bought out or became affiliates of the transnationals. The only major local label that
still remain intact from consolidation is Rock Record.

The impact of the TNCsto Taiwan’s phonograph industry provokes
contradictory view points. Optimists hold that the transnationals improved the
Mandarin pop music both in terms of production value and circulation. Taiwan had
exported alimited amount of musical products to the other Mandarin-speaking
markets such as Hongkong, Singapore, and Malaysia before the 1980s, and the
bootlegged cassetts of Taiwan’s pop singer Teresa Deng were widely circulated in
China. But it was the TNCs who saw the potential of Taiwan in terms of its enriched
creative and marketing personnels, and who expanded the circulation of the
locally-produced pop songs with its cross-regional networks of distribution. Besides,
the transnationals expanded the pool of creative talents by incorporating composers or
performers from the other Mandarin-speaking societies such as Hongkong, Singapore,
Malaysia, Thailand, and the United States—a healthy sign of the internationalizing
Taiwanese Mandarin pop songs.

Pessimists, on the other hand, see the ownership transfer as aloss of cultural
autonomy. Lee suggests that the transnationals’ exorbitant marketization logic has
seriously jeopardized the diversity and originality of the indigenous creation. As soon
as controlling the local market, the TNCs blew the production and marketing costs out
of proportion, making salability a prerequisite for music production. In order to
expand circulation to areas other than Taiwan, producers were encouraged to feed the
market with “ahistorical” and “ de-territorialized” works (Lee, 1998). Besides, the
TNCs maximize product turnouts in exchange for maximized circulation. Resorting to
what Denisoff called “the buckshot theory of record releasing,” the production firms
overproduced albums by first-time recording artists, hoping that afew of their records
will become big sllers and return enough profit to cover the costs of the numerous
low-selling records. (See Burnett, 1996, p.73) This has resulted in afater rate of
product turnover and filled the phonograph market with “one-album singing
sensation.” Innovative song writers or talented performers found themselves
marginalized because their “local savors’ are not consistent with the mainstream
production trend favoring “music without frontiers.” Lacking real devotion to
managing the local market, the TNC-dominated phonograph industry prefers making
idols to making music, for the former can stimulate prchasing impulse. Even though
occasionally committed to localization, the TNCs' effort is nothing more than
showcasing their compatibility to “the local aternatives’ by packaging them as
“gpectacles’ for the listening minority. (Lee, 1998)

All this has added up to afaster product turnout rate and even faster rate of



elimination. Besides the external factors of illicit downloading or copying, many
speculators attribute the worsening phonograph economy to the short-sighted
manangement of the TNCs, which, to some extent, justifies the cause.

In view to the recession that would not seem to pass, the publsihing policy of the
TNCs turns even more risk aversive. Companies such as BMG and EMI significantly
reduced the number of contracted artists and new album releases, and put more focus
on managing existing back cataglogues. Thisis particulary the case for EMI Music
Taiwan, whose repackaging of back catal ogues has become a core strategy to
maintain its volumn of circulation and market share (Chou, 2000).

As early as the mid-1980s, Simon Frith (1987) suggests that the age of
manufacture for the music industry is over. In the handling of the transnationals, the
profit structure of music publishing is organized less around making new music than
the creation of rights (also see Bennett, 1992). As each music represensts “ a basket of
rights,” the task is to exploit these rights for various commoditization purposes. While
Frith interpreted this exploitation mainly in terms of licensing the musical product’s
right of usage to movie soundtracks, sponsorship deals, or advertising—its spatial
dissemination across media, exploitation is also the case on atemporal basis. In the
reissue boom in Taiwan, reaching back in time constitutes no smaller part than spatial
dissemination in the general keeping of the circulation economy.

What we are witnessing today is what Bernard Miege terms “erratic state of
affairs,” in which clashes between two modes of music distriubtion economies are
taking shape. If industrialization and conglomeration consolidate a corporate economy
built upon networks of distribution, which reap multiple times of profit from asingle
text, the corporatizing music control is, nevertheless, challenged by the technological
nemisis of digital downloading. In the words of Ren Jiang-ta, formerly afounder of an
independent record label “Crystal”, digita downloading announces the coming age of
“tap water” music, “A click of the mouse is like aturn of the faucet. Music gurgles
out at the disposal of its downloaders.” (The United Daily, 2004/5/13, A4) Likeit or
not, the TNCs ultimately have to find ways to reconcile with the digital downloading
technolgy. And for the time being such reconciliation will not compromise its profit
structure building upon the existing marketing and distriubtion system.

Out of this state of affairs avisible trend is the greater mobility of a piece of
work in agreater variety of “scenes’ of reproduction and consumption, both spatially
and temporally, legally and illegally. Whatever is attempted by the corporate owner to
control the social use of music, there are also unintended consequences that esacape
its designated route. In other words, rather than talking about how the big corporation
“objectify” music as commodity, what we should be dealing with is how music
objectify a network of relationship linking trade, technology, and culture.



The Object

The above two sections both deal with the appropriation of popular music, both
in terms of its creative and industrial processes. Although both cases are built upon
the observation of the Mandarin pop cultural industry, they are generalizable cultural
practices since Asian market today has been incorporated into the global capitalist
economy. From sampling age-old songs in new melody, to republishing old music
materialsin various formats, they both have to do with the fact that in the globalizing
culture industry, music as works of art takes on the character of athing. Alec McHoul
defines the conditions of existence of cultural objects as “things’ by the possibility
that their “propriety,” the ‘proper’ or inscribed or intended function can be
reapporpriated, turned to a different use. Therefore, according to McHoul, cultural
objects are marked “ by the fact that they can always come to mean things, to be
recognized, to be used, to be known, to be governed, and cared for in at least two
(frequently more) different cultural systems, different assemblages of production and
recognition.” (McHoul, 1997; quoted in Frow, 2002, p. 282).

Popular music as things? It of course does not mean that we can compare the
thingness in music to that of a concrete object, such as a portable CD player. McHoul
suggests that one major distinction between a naturally-occuring object and a cultura
object lies in intention. We may read the non-intentional object as though it were
intentional, such as aregular teacup is readabl e as an aesthetic object (accordingly,
portable CD player could potentially be a cultrual object). Functional crossover of
objectsto adifferent level of cultural hierarchiesis common, the key to this
transformation liesin whether there are rooms, spaces, or positions in the society to
accommodate their newly-gained status.

Music listening has commonly been associated with an experience of spiritua
elevation, or joyfulness, or a gesture of socia rebellion. And an entire industry built
upon creating, marketing, and selling this experience always seems to emphasize the
novelty and transcience of the experience. The Chinese saying hasit, “favoring the
new, loathing the old.” Pop music industry retires products in a speed paradigmatic of
a postmodern commodity turnover. While this fast turnover rate is why pop is pop,
underneath the glossy surface of obsolescent trendiness are triviaties of technical
gimmickry that preserves, rather than eliminates, music. Today’s pop music as a
product that delivers expereinces can be duplicated in different listening or textural
contexts. A song can be inscribed in different materials (vinyl plate, cassett tape, or
CD), disengaged from its original track sequence and mixed in with other songsinto a
new sequence, or sampled for specific rhythmic and vocal components from the



origianl recording. Out of these diverse usage, the song can be marked or recognized
for its novelty, for its renewable campy sensation, or sSimply as atribute for its aging.
In these social circumstances of valorization, what we are dealing with is no longer
the “experience,” but the complex procedure that “objectify” that experience. In other
words, rather than asking about a song's “unique’ cultural experience, what seemsto
be more relevant for usto ask is “what work does this song perform in its social
journey as an expoloitable object?’

From the above discussion, we can deduce asimple, abeit often neglected,
principle at work in the contemporary culture industries, that is cultural products have
lifecycles. Media economists speak of “commodity” lifecycle by emphasizing the
exchangeability of cultual products for financial profit. But, commodity might
represent a “phase” in the entire lifespan of a cultural product. In the words of Arjun
Appadurai, it is“acertain situation in which its exchangeability (past, present, or
future) for some other thing isits socialy relevant feature.” (1986, p. 13) Often times,
commodity might represent a certain situation in a certain period of time that cultural
products “assumes.” The social condition of its existence might bring a cultural
product to circumsatnces other than commoditization. And, sometimes, when the
exchange value exhausts, the cultural product continues to exist as a thing. Following
Michael Thompson, there is a digunction between economic decay and physical
decay. When an object reaches zero economic value, it still continuesto exist asa
common household utensil, an item of collection, or simply as waste. Among these
objects that live out their lifecycle as commodity, some “continues to exist in a
timeless and valueless l[imbo where, at some later date it has the chance of being
discovered.” (Thompson, 1978, p. 9) The manner in which durability and transience
are imposed upon objects is not arandom process, nor isit controlled by any socia or
economic institution. The moment of “discovery,” in the case of the divas' revival
after been buried in the storage room of the record company for decades, manifests
cultrual and economic implications far more than the simple and unwitting act of
discovery.

Cultural anthropol ogists who takes a subjective view toward material culture
suggest that we can properly delineate a cultural artefact’s social journey by adopting
a biographyical approach (Appadurai, 1983; Kopytoff, 1983; Brown, 2001). Igor
Kopytoff suggests that we should treat cultural artifacts asif they have alife history
of their own. Rather than assuming that big corporations produce or control popular
music, or that popular music is passively set in motion only by the economic
institutions that “own” it,. we should, in the words of Arjun Appadurai, “explore the
conditions under which economic objects circulate in different regimes of value in
space and time.” (1986, p.4) In other words, rather than focusing on how business



corporation exploits music, we are talking about is how music renders possible
different forms of exploitation. These forms can be socia or economic, corporate or
personal.

Popular music has been studied in ways which often emphasize changing music
styles over time, or, in the approach of cultural studies, asafield over which
meanings, ideologies and desires are struggled over. But for Will Straw, a material
cultural analysis asks us to consider the way in which “objects occupy space, and
accumulate; the ways in which they travel, and follow lines of passage which take
them around the world.” (Straw, 1999) Before cultural artifacts are texts and meanings,
they are also “things’ which “have arrived from somewhere el se and bear the marks
of this somewhereelseness.” Straw’s Canadian background makes him particularly
sensitive to the situation of dependency in the Canadian scene of pop cultural
consumption. The fact that the “gateways’ through which music with subcultrual aura,
commonly marked for their resistant, treansgressive value, were imported from the
United States made Straw pay special attention to a recognized connoisseurist value
bound up with these cultural objects. To Straw, the trgjectory of cultural commodities
as they come into Canada “is shaped by the collective investent in the marks of origin
which they bear, and by the capacity of those engaged in importing them to make
strategially effective conversions of capital and legitimacy.” (Straw, 1999)

In this article, what | have been seeking to make case for is that such effective
conversions of capital and legitimacy isin part controlled by transnational record
labels, who exploit back catal ogues through reissues and remix to realize profits. But
such exploitation, as | also demonstrated, is an anxious response to the crisis state of
the phonograph economy, in which exploitation is no longer the exclusive right of
transnational corporations. Audio piracy as an act of “grassroot” exploitation sends a
warning sign of the TNCs' losing control of the phonograph economy, which in turn
stimulates the TNCs to further exploit the relics of pop culture. Between disposable
commodity and invaluable discosvery, the selected items of pop songs, pop abums, or
sections of the pop lyrics have experienced what Appadurai terms “commoditization
by diversion.” They are “things’ removed from their specified paths and their vliaues
are placed in unlikely context. The diversion is always asign of creativity or crisis,
whether economic or aesthetic. The pop culture industry’s feeding off the past has
certainly made clear this contradiction.

Scott Lash argues that in the seemingly chaotic global information order, where
old socia structures of the manufacturing order is replaced by a configuration of
signal, media, monetary, migrant and technological flows, it becomes more impending
for usto speak of the autonomy of the object. “ The more we monitor the object, the
more the object escapes our grasp.” Transnational flows of capital, flexible



accumulation, illicit digital downloading, and the greater erratic state of cultral
production due to the interlinkage of cross-regional cultural economies have
configured aworld of uncertainties, where misplaced cultural objects earn their
second life. Out of these uncertainties, the six Shanghai divas stride across time and
stage yet antoher comeback performance.

Divas never die, they just go lounge.
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