4 ‘Organized Disorder:
The Changing Space
of the Record Shop

Will Straw

In 1872, just before opening le Bon Marché, his newly-acquired Parsian
department store, Arstide Boucicault hurriedly rearranged its layout. In
Boucicault’s reasons for this reordering, Rachel Bowlby (1985) has
suggested, we may glimpse the birth of a distinctly modern conception of

commerce and shopping. What 1s necessary, Boucicault wrote, speaking
of his customers:

is that they walk around for hours, that they get lost. First of all, they will seem
more numerous. Secondly . . . the store will seem larger to them. And lastly,
1t would really be too much if, as they wander around in organized disorder,
lost, driven crazy, they don’t set foot in some departments where they had no

intention of going, and if they don’t succumb at the sight of things which grab
them on the way.

Part of the original appeal of the department store, Rachel Bowlby has
argued, rested on the fact that in entering it one did not directly encounter
the proprietor or salesperson. There was no sense of obligation to buy some-
thing, little risk that one would be asked what one was looking for. The

moral equation between entering a shop and making a purchase, typical of
earlier forms of commerce, had been broken. The customer’s relationship to

goods on offer was now marked by an individual, touristic compulsion
to explore, rather than an obligation rooted in interpersonal contact.

This sense of wandering around in ‘organized disorder’ may be said to
mark the present-day experience of stores specializing in recorded music.
The small or mid-sized chain stores of a decade ago are gradually disappearing
within North America and elsewhere, giving way to sprawling superstores
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with their segregated sections, nu‘ﬂtipile ﬂo.f:urs and carefu] Constryy;
architectural confusion. This COI‘.!XblHIlthl'I ot confusion and entiCinq PrOn 0
reaches almost caricatural levels in the HMV Superstore op Yantf Strmj
Toronto. Here, on entering, one immcdmtcl‘y confronts twe St;rs of’:t In
each leading to another floor whose precise function is not obvigys t;aal]m’
first-time visitor. At the downtown Sam The Record Man ﬂl.lt]ﬂt-]{}
Montreal, the upper levels are organized as a set ufintcrmlmcctud g-m,]n
through which even experienced customers are likely o stumble, cunlfust-tc;‘
in their search for a way out. On my last visit there, [ noticed 3 NEw s
inviting customers to seek directions if they were lost,

In 1995, in what seemed a frenzied rush to gargantuan monumentlypy,
global retain chains specializing in home entertainment software lcnpf’rngg:[j
over each other in their eftorts to construct the world’s largest store. In May
the US-based Tower Record chain claimed that its Tokyo store, 4t 52,(J(Jf;
square feet, was the world’s biggest. It encompassed, the trade press reported,
‘seven floors of merchandise, another floor for events, and three basements.
one of which contains a cafe’ (Jeffrey, 1995). The HMV outlet on Oxford
Street in London, which the Guinness Book of Records had designated as the
world’s largest record store (at 36,000 square feet) was itself dwarfed on |
June by the new Virgin Megastore, only 200 yards away, which (at 67,718
square feet) claimed the title of ‘world’s largest home entertainment store’
(Clark-Meads, 1995). In Las Vegas, in August, a merging of the Tower
record outlet and a store belonging to the Good Guys! electronics chain
produced Wow! The Multimedia Superstore, which sprawled over some
60,000 square feet (Fitzpatrick, 1995).

Few spatial environments crystallize so perfectly an emergent set of
cultural and commercial relations as does the contemporary record super-
store. As the most visible piece of the material culture in which popular music
1s embedded, the superstore has emerged concurrently with two ideas who;c
validity it appears to undermine. One of these is the claim that commerce i
a post-Fordist age will find its expression in the boutique rather than the
democratically expansive stores of the past, in narrowly specialized ﬂﬂd
niche-targeted retail outlets whose inventories are regularly remade If
response to rapidly shifting tastes. The abundance and pluralism of the rcmrd_
superstore, in which may be found much of the accumulated history o
recorded sound, would seem the symmetrical opposite of the post-—Fordlj
boutique. Another set of ideas has turned on the prediction that the s‘{}unﬂ
recording as physical object — as embodied in the vinyl album, compact dise
Or cassette — is on the verge of disappearance, to be replaced by bits of dlm
downl.oaded into the home via the Internet or other channels. Fof _[ 113
sCenario to be convincing, we must believe that, like the dinosaur, tllt? recor
store has grown to its greatest size just before the moment of its ext!

The record *uperstore 1s the product of several observable soc10€c0
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trends. One such trend is the ascendant popularity of mammoth, warehouse
retail outlets across a number of industries (most notably, 1n North America,
in the office supply and pharmaceutical products industries). Another 1s the
move tt":awards concentration within the recorded music industries (in partic-
ular, vtu'thin distribution). As the number of distribution entities has shrunk,
t:e ability of any one of these to deal with major retail chains and reach store
; elves has SLOMWII, e{'{Pﬂnding the range of titles offered by such chains. More
tfrl:iilit :E:aifgilcatflgn of monumental superstore structures has come with
hoppingsites wh? }cuy core economies, in which both museums_and those
it 1ch seem museum-like hawt: come to_play a prominent role.
T broad?rnz-:;g;; the rﬁf:ord superstore 1s an a-rchltecmral expression of
e Eg v\}; 1;11 has' gone on within the cul.ture of Popular
come to be fraom = j :ic mus1cal tastes and consu-mptlon hablts_have
Oty tin?;e ! c;str?butec? across an expanding array of niches.
record W sarihe s producing a limited numbe?-r of blockbuster successes,
catalogues o inﬁnitr? ?‘?e anc_l more the exploiters of accumulatet:il b'ac.k
of industry Obsewe: Y hl ‘erentmted niche markets. For the mOst Optimistic
stab]e Pl'edictability-sjatz elr'market ha?t come to_be-charactenzed b){ a new,
albums now sell in. i u;{,?:ue:;- classical compilations and alt(?rnanve rock
dures of par: ers W ich lend themselves more easily to proce-
Of rational calculation. For other analysts, however, the sprawlin
Pluralism of the contempora d s 1 5! :
market into anarchic Pf_ ary record store threatens a dispersion of tl‘w
confusion. As tastes fragment and few records attain

the sale :
T o S I?EIS of a Thriller or a Purple Rain, consumer choices no longer
IHSIeadSt themselves as broad, collective swings towards this album or that,

Mulatedth{:j;r? ;pread alp'ong thousands of choic_es from re_pertories accu-
proliferate. and 1 _tYh 0;; SIXty years. As th-e sections within superstores
e , 11\ \;ﬂ them the n':mee:' of Fltles for offer,- marketing experts
i enon}:&a 0 sr:leictloril stress’: the ar‘ixlety [of] a music buyer faced with
B 10us selection in most stores’, as Josh Kaplan, founder of the

Aot firm Intouch, argues (Rothman, 1993). A whole range of tech-
nologies, subsidiary media and marketing strategies are now marshalled to

r = -
fedduf:c this stress, to direct the buyer comfortably and confidently to speci-
led ttles.

The Swing Vote and the Comfort Level

Over the last twenty years, a prominent theme of record industry discourse
has been the need to reduce the intimidation seen as endemic to the envi-
ronment of the record store. This intimidation is itself traced to two features
of popular musical culture: the existence of sounds which are oppressive and
knowledges which are unevenly distributed. Paul du Gay has written of the
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1 revolution which. since the 1960s, has appeared to empower
reta I‘lii o them, rather than salespeople, the bearer of knowleg
zz;:if on iﬁer. [S)elf-service’, he g i i .functioned 35 2 “technigyq
of individuation” for con‘sumcrs, C?{lbtltlltltjlg them as SEIf‘YBgulatmg
AutONOMOUSs individual subjects exercising choice 1n a world of goods’ | dl;

Gay, 1993). In the record retail industry, this same self-regulation had Jeq i
: pnplll;ll‘.inn viewing the record store as

ges abOUI

large segments ‘ot‘ the
humbling expenence. ‘

In the late 1970s, n the nudst of the record mdustry’s economic shump,
the trade press was saturated with ::Iwmmr about the need to win back adyl,
record buvers. Demographic studu:'s. showed a long-term .shrinkmg of the
primary audience for rock recordings (”“‘1"‘ aged 18-24); Wooing hack
the older, so-called casual buyer was instituted as the ::lmllcnge of the
1980s. The diagnosis of why North Amenican adults had ceased buying
records in significant numbers throughout the 19705 focused, for 4 time,
on the spatial environment of the shopping mall chain store, Narrow a4
deep, the chain store confronted middle-aged shoppers with young, fright.
eningly subcultural sales clerks and heavy metal music blasting from
entrance which was 1tself blocked by displays of unrecognizable (to thes
shoppers) current recordings. Prominent in the folklore of the record
industry during this pennod were stories of adults entening a record store,
asking for records by Perry Como or Bing Crosby, and meeting blank stares
of non-recognition from sales clerks.

In the context of decliming sales, the industry’s salvation, it was believed,
required turning away from rock, and toward so-called non-penshable
classes of product, such as children’s music, easy listening, classical music and
reissues from the past. ‘Non-penishable’ meant that these forms did not nse
and fall with the rhythms of fashion; stores could maintain titles in inventory
for long periods of ime. The ideal purchaser of these non-perishable record-
ings, industry discourse suggested, was the young adult woman. ‘[S]hes
uncommitted,” industry executive Michael Kapp of Warner Special Products
descnibed this kind of consumer: ‘She isn’t really into music, doesn’t read hip
music magazines, doesn’t go to concerts, but [she] reads shopper guide
columns and is about ready to hook up with cable tv or buy a video game.
' One of the most famously effective means of reaching these buyer
involved campaigns which encouraged young adult women to buy record-
Ings as gifts (presumably for men.) The ‘Give The Gift of Music’ campaig?
of the early 19805 was targeted precisely at so-called casual buyers. These
WETe not to be.ﬁound in record stores themselves, but, rather, ‘walking uf
;Zil‘:i:“zgti]; I;I(&ie; 0; };.,OUT cu‘stf)mhcrs' chain, discuunt’}?r dcp;{rfmc;l; ;;iogﬁ
dollars, were des; n;atcd()?}] ,r%(.;m-r[h fr)un'd 3 Pl P‘::jit‘ﬂt rse th:j'sr.’
b ot s L:}w 1 1e s‘wml.‘; vote’ within ltndmtr;y 1_510'11 e iz

ifference between a record’s profitability or 1

an aliep.

i
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During this period, as well, labels producing so-called Middle of the Road
recordings explored what were termed non-traditional sales outlets
or recordings — liquor stores, perfume stores and gift shops — bypassing a
record retail sector considered inhospitable to their target audiences.

The recording industry’s construction of a ‘casual buyer’ has typically
conflated the ageing adult and the female. Both are seen as slow in their
response to shifting trends, and much less involved in the circulation of
music-related knowledges than is the male consumer in his late teens or early

:wer:l;les. Each of these consumer groups, according to the industry’s under-
randing, nevertheless possesses specific virtues. The ‘casual buyer’ has no
iPml‘_llnchnanon to purchase records; once convinced to do so, however, she
l::‘lilex;wa?ed by advertising strategies. In this, she is diametrically opposed
o selore' me}Ie b.uyer, who is ?lways willing to buy records, but notori-
"Cas:al‘ bectwe_ in his buylr{g degsions. The wooing of the largely female,
defined Myeras regular!y painted in the terms of chivalrous guidance. Having
S inmum:fﬂ recordmg§ as appropriate gifts, the industry will offer benev-

g th&strut:t:v::m as to which recordings are suitable for that purpose.
S df-;omfPact disc 'has en'{erged as one _of t.he most dazzlingly effective of
e e tYd orms, this has little to do with its technical superiority to the
Bl lfr (Wthh_ we no longer remember to notice.) Rather, this effec-
St as to do V..’lth its status as the perfect crossover consumer object. As
seuristng:;dge audmpl:u]e invention, it seduced the technophilic, connois-
collectim esfwho typically buy new sound equipment and quickly build
o ons o recordings. ('Inc.;leed, by the late 1980s, and because of the CD,

¢ Proportion of males within the US record-buying audience had reached
Peak levels.) At the same time, its visual refinement and high price rapidly
rendered it legitimate as a gift. In this, the CD has found a wide audience
Among the population of casual record buyers.

These audiences, distinct and opposed in a variety of ways, find a partial
convergence within the reissue strategies of record companies. The jazz or
classic rock connoisseur seeks and now finds the range of titles which
archiving impulses require. The casual buyer, establisbing a collection
which is likely to remain limited, finds titles catering to an implicit demand
for canonical representativity. For the record companies and the retail sector,
the significant challenge of the near future is that of delivering information.
Means must be developed to inform connoisseurs of ongoing reissue
programmes; at the same time, the anxiety of casual buyers about their lack
of expertise must be overcome.

In this context, there is a preponderance of moralizing exhortations,
directed at those within the record retail industry, to increase the level of
comfort of those browsing in their stores. Classical, jazz and alternative rock
music are regularly characterized as ‘intimidating’, in that they present the
would-be buyer with the horrifying possibility of making a wrong choice.
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recommendations of titles made the consumer

If record stores have become larger, 1t 1s in part to accommodate |
customers: the casual and the legendary ‘core’ buyer of records. The latter
obviously, can wallow n the archival inclusiveness of the superstore. For the
casual buyer, the sprawling abundance of the superstore — its mixing of
historical umes and endless subdivision of tastes and genres — although likely
to intmidate, 1s just as likely to comfort. Just as it suggests an endless set of
knowledges not yvet mastered, its flattened sense of equivalency means tha
none stands more privileged than another.

Space and Stasis

The effects of the CD on the layout of the record store are easily tfaCt‘?:'le-
but they must be seen against the background of a larger audience fragmet
tation of which they are both a cause and an effect. The pred(}mlmr‘l]fﬁl f"
the CD has grown during a period when radio has come to play i es ej
significant role in stimulating record sales than 1n the past. In Nor_th %n‘;:‘:
this has come as the majority of radio stations have moved away {rom p1 e
current music. The declining promotional role of radio has CHC-O;:T;:,::!;C‘:H
turn towards reissues, just as this turn itself has weakened [hr.‘-llﬂ -11::‘“'7'0
the records put on sale and what is heard on radio. Record cOMpE=™

AyrraDie
- - ‘ { -l ]1{-] I.I‘ WI.L d]L =
remain profitable, have come to depend on the righter but 1 1} |
ds of back cat

oguc e

profits which accrue from the sales of thousan 1 they do ®
| - ; . = n o ‘Jﬂ{_‘t. )
While current recordings obviously continue to be rn.l(*-) 1 own B0
. . . s : i - - Py 1"1{’ L
within a context of increased audience fragmentation. ( ir 0t

albums on today’s Billboard Top 10 without ever havi
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others.) In this context, the processes by which consumers come to know
about and seek out records are increasingly differentiated, grounded in the
everyday minutiae of word-of-mouth or highly specialized magazines.
Seeking to influence sales, record companies have extended the hand of
chivalrous and polite guidance to all buyers.

To benefit from massive reissue programmes and from the pluralism of
current product, record stores themselves have had to enlarge their physical
space so as to offer an enormous range of titles. (They can no longer sacri-
fice the revenues from marginal forms, such as alternative rock, to speciality
stores.) This requires extensive capitalization, both to expand and subdivide
Fhe physical space of the retail store, and to maintain large, slow-moving
Inventories over long periods of time. This requirement, more than any
brf}ader economic trend, may serve to explain the recent disappearance
Within Canada of the A&A and Discus chains, both of which lacked the
fesources necessary to maintain and expand inventories.

The Important tension within the record retail sector presently is that
between the offering of a potentially chaotic abundance and the marshalling
Of‘{ variety of means for focusing consumer choice and producing order from
amudst this chaos. The changing architecture of the record store over the last
hﬁlf decade reveals the new importance of consumer information and its
df?hvery. The rise of in-store listening booths, give-away magazines and label
dISP_lay racks is a direct result of the declining role of radio as a force in stim-
ulating record sales. These forms and technologies all presume a redefinition
ot record buying as an activity stimulated by discovery, previewing and
*Xperimentation, rather than repeated exposure or peer group reinforce-
Ment. They are meant, in other words, to contain the epidemic of ‘selection
stress’.

‘In this context, the industry’s conceptualization of buyer behaviour has
shifted considerably. This is no longer imagined in causal terms, as the effect
of particular promotional media on collective buying decisions. Rather, it 1s
Perceived as a set of coherences which link the observed purchase of one
title to the possible or probable purchase of another, along a calculated series.
Here, the acquisition of information on individual buying habits has become
¢mbedded within new technologies which create buyer profiles and guide
their choices. The most discussed of these, offered by Intouch of San
F‘I‘ancisco, involves listening stations in record stores, for the use of which
identification cards are required. A customer who samples any pop/dance
record is offered a sneak preview of the new album by another
Pop/dance artist; later, he or she is mailed information on upcoming albums
of similar style. Record companies, in turn, receive data on which cuts the
customer listened to while using the machine. This 1s combined with demo-

graphic information supplied when the customer applied for a card.
The emergence of these information systems and technologies has been
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embedded within an ongoing campaign aga; \

use the most trivial sorts of information. Qpe effect :;;ag;al'mt e t
with data has been the diminished presence. i p P reﬁffllpannn
stores, of deletes or ‘cut-outs’. As cash
control systems, and these to record companies and thej,
risks of overpressing and ordering have been reduce
reallocated to other branches: hcst-sclling titles are printed .

needed. The effect, for long-time browsers like myself j . f;cl‘lﬂ

the record store’s promise of discovery. Once. 3 decade ago, |
" i v { ' ]l "V;H

s cheap, fleq |
or overruns. Now, the pleasure of discovery has been directe

Pressip
d. Slow-sc]lin

on the enticing likelihood of stumbling across bine of

tully packaged reissues selling at catalogue prices,

These changes, like so many others reshaping our cultury] landscap,
leave us with a pum]ysing ambivalence. In an age when IN-Store -
magazines build credibility by running negative reviews, or when listen;
posts mnvite us to test the latest alternative rock obscurity, traditiong] Cmi”:lg
of record industry hype or shrinking choice seem quaintly inappmpr?a[?
Longstanding concerns about the neglect of once-marginal form, m.
their back catalogues
in lovingly designed collections. Complaints about the élitism implicitin CJ)
pricing policies wither when attractuive soul reissues on compact disc sell for
less than a current 12" vinyl dance single,

iV I”a}’
iveg \.‘.',}}r

performers are disarmed as major firms rush to reissue

What has withered as well, amidst the new fragmentation of musical tstes
1s music’s role in producing and registering disruptive shifts of popular atten-
ton. As musical tastes divide, they appear to be more purist: industrial rock
rap or country albums now reach the Top 10 without the obvious signs of
compromise or hybridization. The rationalization of distribution, sales and
promotion has helped to transform the market for records into segregted
blocks of loyal core buyers rather than a site for crossover or collective re-
direction. In this context, successful records seem more authentic, more
farthful to their generic traditions, than at any point in recent history. ‘There
s an increasing proliferation of street-edge music,’ record label exeoo
Barry Weiss of Jive Records said recently, and ‘the old rules don't HF_‘PI'." g
much’. Under the new rules, a Nine Inch Nails album makes the Billéori
Top 10 1in its first week of release. e

With so much that seems positive in these changes, we may 0"”?{“ ‘_[ﬂ.{,
new segregations of taste and audience which have resulted. Few (:0 :c;:r:
gatherings are as racially and socially homogeneous as a Green Da}' tﬂ‘;y 0
for example, and a mid-1990s Pink Floyd show in New Y()rk;""';:'l.f;f;:
accounts, one of the most exclusively white cvcntslm thﬂtd‘f”?‘_‘:‘_ 3
history. As record superstores beckon with their pluralist ;1P1111 in‘v{;n il
zines, radio formats and the broader logics of sr_':.cia]‘ dlticrcrlltlﬂlf
circumscribed tastes and buying patterns within predictable ¢
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has been lost, arguably, are those (politically ambiguous) moments of
crossover or convergence which regularly undermined music’s usual
tendency to reinforce social and racial insularity. Stumbling around the
record superstore, ‘lost, driven crazy’, the paths we follow are likely, never-
theless, to map the stubborn lines of social division.
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