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Abstract

Genres play a significant role in how popular music is located; however, they are subjective and 
their use needs qualification.  As a result, archivists working with popular music need to engage 
with genres to improve access and explain how they have been used in archival description 
of popular music.  Drawing on genre theory, this article will explain its relationship to popular 
music and introduce two of its key aspects: production and discourse.  The Rules for Archival 
Description 2008 updates for general guidance and sound recordings will be used to represent 
a collection of popular music to demonstrate this standard’s strengths and weaknesses.  Finally, 
this article identifies the Scope and Content data element as the most appropriate area for 
genres’ qualifications. 

Introduction

Genres play a significant role in how music is located.  They are perhaps most familiar as labels 
or categories - blues, rap, metal, folk or house - that offer a frame of reference and help listen-
ers navigate the wealth of available music, but attributing music to them “is not a neutral and 
objective procedure.  There are no undisputed maps of the system of genres in any medium”  
(Chandler 2011, the problem of definition).  As a result, genres can be problematic; without 
them, it can be difficult to find music, but their applications are not universal.  Popular music, 
which is both musical and social, is identified by its compositional elements, the song writing 
conventions used to assemble them as well as how they are received by listeners.  The chal-
lenge of identifying genres is a result of the dynamic relationship between these musical and 
social contributors, but nevertheless genres remain a vital tool to navigate popular music.  
Archive catalogues, the repository’s finding aid, should provide the appropriate access for the 
material they describe, otherwise the material becomes less accessible to users.  For popular 
music catalogues, genres are a crucial part of their success as a navigation tool.  However, genre 
labels need qualification because they are not explicit or undisputed.  This article applies the 
Canadian Council of Archives’ descriptive standard Rules for Archival Description to a collection 
of popular music and focuses analysis on its Scope and Content data element.  Finally, it will 
argue that in this element, archivists should use production and discourse aspects of genre 
theory to qualify genre labels. 
  
What is popular music?

The term ‘popular music’ is not limited to the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Middleton 
1990, p 3).  By the time it was bequeathed to us, it was associated with inferiority, otherness, 
sociability and mediation (Birrer 1985, p 104 cited in Middleton 1990, p 4).  Richard Middleton 
argues that such associations with popular music are unsatisfactory because respectively they 
base criteria on value judgements, fail to establish firm enough boundaries, solely focus on con-
text and undervalue the effect that mass distribution – from the printing press to the internet 
- has had on all music (Middleton 1990, p 4).  Disciplines like sociology, musicology and cultural 
studies have all produced work that informs how popular music might be defined yet no single, 
unifying definition exists.  So what then is popular music?  Perhaps some of the difficulty comes 
from the word ‘popular.’  Roy Shuker points out that when “used as an adjective, ‘popular’ in-
dicates that something… is commonly liked or approved of by a large audience or the general 
public,” but how is this popularity measured (Shuker 2001, p 3)?  Sales figures?  Radio plays?  
This type of definition often seeks to quantify and commodify popular music, but “the reliability 
of sales figures, record charts and airplay statistics is notoriously suspect” because they are 
generated and thus influenced by record companies and radio stations (Middleton 1990, p 5).  
‘Popular’ might then “[mean] something much more grounded in or ‘of’ the people,” but to 
whom (Shuker 2001, p 3)?  You?  Me?  “Popular music defies precise, straightforward definition” 
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because of the multitude of academic, personal and commercial interests in it (Shuker 2001,  
p 5).  Each discipline contributing to the field of popular music studies will have its own agenda 
and thus its own definition.  To some, it is a product; to others, it is a form of communication.  
Shuker’s solution to “a satisfactory definition of popular music [is one that] must encompass 
both musical and socio-economic characteristics” (Shuker 2001, p 7).  We should take note 
of Shuker’s use of the word “satisfactory,” which implies any definition will not be perfect or 
universal.  His hesitation to ascribe fixity is echoed in Middleton’s final argument about the 
definition of popular music and its criteria: “‘popular music’ (or whatever) can only be prop-
erly viewed within the context of the whole musical field, within which it is an active tendency; 
and this field, together with its internal relationships, is never still – it is always in movement” 
(Middleton 1990, p 7).  

We should be aware of the various interests in popular music and let the work of Middleton 
and Shuker inform our understanding of it.  This article recognises popular music’s commonali-
ties like commoditisation, technology and mediation as a starting point for identifying it, but 
ultimately it not only adopts but also recommends a common-sense approach to identifying 
popular music, which is not simply an attempt to “slide over the question of definition” and 
take “the term for granted” (Shuker 2001, p 5).  On the contrary, it acknowledges that archi-
vists engaging with this material are not interested in defining the term in the same way as 
sociologists and musicologists and suggests that popular music’s musical and social criteria as 
well as its motion within the wider musical oeuvre allows us to form a working definition that 
suits both the repository and its users.

The challenge of genres

The British Library Sound Archive refuses to use genres in its 
popular music catalogue:  We do not categorise individual re-
cordings by genre – there would be too many arguments and it 
would be too time-consuming. (British Library n.d.)

This bald statement immediately begs two questions: “why would there be arguments?” and 
“why would it be time-consuming?”  Although not explicit in the British Library’s response, the 
most likely answer to both is that genres are not fixed.  Jim Samson describes musical genres as 
conventions “based on the principle of repetition.  They codify past repetitions and they invite 
future repetitions,” but he says nothing of them being identical or indefinite (Samson 2001).  
This article adopts Samson’s perspective of genres as conventions – frameworks formed by 
mutual agreement and established by custom, but recognises its limitations.  Familiar but not 
guaranteed, genres provide a touchstone for composition, identification and consumption of 
music.  Yet while a useful point of reference, genres can easily change or become generali-
sations.  Expressing the tension between words and the concepts they represent, Friedrich 
Nietzsche remarks:

Every word immediately becomes a concept, inasmuch as it is 
not intended to serve as a reminder of the unique and wholly 
individualized original experience to which it owes its birth, but 
must at the same time fit innumerable, more or less similar cases 
– which means, strictly speaking, never equal – in other words, 
a lot of unequal cases. Every concept originates through our 
equating what is unequal (Nietzsche 1971, p 46).

Genres, like all concepts, are tools for people to interact with the world.  In the case of popu-
lar music, they are general enough to inform the language used to speak about it and specific 
enough to locate a release in a larger body of music.1  However, people and the world change, 
which means genres could change and as a result, the ability to use them to organise popular 
music, at least over any meaningful period of time, is open to question.  Consequently, this 
article does not engage with genre as a system of arrangement.  Even more tenuous than 
definitions of popular music, genres’ boundaries change almost as soon as they are identified.  
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As necessary and sufficient criteria for musical membership, genres would certainly cause argu-
ments and as rigid musical categories, their upkeep would definitely be time-consuming if not 
impossible.  If this is what the British Library Sound Archive had in mind, then it is no wonder 
that genres are given a wide berth.  Rather, this article will explore the value of genres as a 
frame of reference for searching, locating and then finally accessing content.  Genre labels are 
not persistent or exact because genres dip, swell, appear, disappear and mutate according to 
use; genres have different importance at different times to different people (Wittgenstein 1968, 
§43 p 21).  Their value generally to popular music and specifically to description does not come 
from their abilities to categorise but from their abilities to establish connections between art-
ists, their music and its listeners.

Production and discourse

The following section introduces two aspects of genre theory – production and discourse 
- because “genre study usefully moves us beyond the music as a pure text,” an autonomous 
work, and “[alerts] us once again to the value of context and consumption” (Shuker 2001, 
p 141).  Focusing on the textual elements of popular music, production encompasses com-
positional elements as well as the processes used to create music and is only one aspect of 
genre.  For example, in the 1970s in New York City, DJ Kool Herc pioneered two turntable 
vinyl mixing.  His new technique focused on the ‘break,’ typically eight or sixteen bar snippets 
of records, that he repeated and then layered using the two turntables.  This technique found 
its home in street and club parties because DJs like Herc and his successors Grandmaster 
Flash and Afrika Bambaata used it to isolate high-energy sections and create non-stop dance 
music (Hermes 2006).  Breaks also supplied extended instrumentals that afforded DJs the op-
portunity to use a microphone and ‘hype’ or excite the crowd.  Two turntable mixing, breaks 
and hyping are significant production contributions to the genre of hip hop.  However, these or 
any other production techniques should not be considered determining features and should 
not be the sole means of identifying genres.  “[Attempting] to define particular genres in terms 
of necessary and sufficient textual properties is … theoretically attractive” but in practice, 
production resists absolute assignment; guitars belong no more to rock than breaks do to hip 
hop (Chandler 2011, the problem of definition).  In spite of its varied use, production does con-
tribute to textual conventions that help identify genres.  It is one part of a network that helps 
identify genres as labels “that refers to a particular kind of music within a distinctive cultural 
web of production, circulation, and signification” (Holt 2007, p 2). 

Focusing on the social elements of popular music, discourse, the second aspect of genre, high-
lights the relationships between music and listeners.  It explores genres not as closed concepts 
but how they are “developed, sustained, and reformed by people, who bring a variety of his-
tories and interests to their encounters with generic texts” (Walser 1993, p 27).  Phillip Tagg 
suggests “music, as can be seen in its modes of ‘performance’ and reception, most frequently 
requires by its very nature a group of individuals to communicate either among themselves 
or with another group” (Tagg 1982, p 40).  Likewise, Robert Walser builds on the previous 
discussion of production and argues that genres make it “possible to specify not only certain 
formal characteristics … but also a range of understandings shared among musicians and 
fans concerning the interpretation of those characteristics” (Walser 1993, p 28).  For ex-
ample, in 1988 N.W.A. released the album Straight Outta Compton, which included the single 
“Fuck Tha Police” (N.W.A. 1988).  This song, created amid escalating racial tensions, accused 
the Los Angeles police department of harassment and arguably promoted violence against 
them.  The law enforcement’s reaction was such that Assistant Director Milt Ahlerich of the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation wrote to Priority Records, N.W.A.’s record label, condemning 
its violent message.2  N.W.A. and contemporaries like Ice-T and Above the Law were heavily 
criticised by both liberals and conservatives for their unabashed use of violence, drugs, sex, 
misogyny and homophobia in their music to depict ghetto life in southern California.  These 
artists have left a long legacy of abrasive interactions and inflammatory relationships with au-
thorities and non-listeners; ‘gangster rap’ is an apt name for this genre.  Genres are part of the 
“language in which value judgments are articulated … and the social situations in which they 
are appropriate” (Frith 1996, p 94).  They are a form of communication, but just as caution and 
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care should be taken when ascribing production criteria to a genre, so should it be taken with 
discourse.  N.W.A.’s music is not the first to incite violence or provoke condemnation.  Popular 
music is open to interpretation, indeed it may be received in as many different ways as people 
who listen to it, but reception conventions offer some insight into how listeners use genres to 
identify and locate music.

RAD and popular music

This section explains why Rules for Archival Description (now referred to as RAD) was selected, 
establishes a methodology and offers initial observations about its application to popular mu-
sic.  In 2004 the national library and national archives of Canada were combined to form 
Library and Archives Canada, one repository responsible for the preservation of the cultural 
and governmental heritage of the nation.  Its Music Division uses the descriptive standard RAD 
to catalogue its fonds and collections, which include printed and recorded material as well as 
manuscripts (Library and Archives Canada 2003).  The allure of this standard is its claim to 
“provide a consistent and common foundation for the description of archival materials;” to 
accomplish this aim, it offers comprehensive general guidance as well as twelve chapters that 
cover a wide range of special formats and materials including sound recordings (RAD 2008 0.1).  
Its depth and breadth should make it an ideal archival tool and the “basis for the description 
of uncommon material and material yet unknown” (RAD 2008 0.1).  RAD defines a collec-
tion as “a grouping of documents of any provenance intentionally assembled on the basis of 
some characteristic” as well as “a level of description” (RAD 2008 Appendix D).  As long as the 
principle of provenance and the practice of respect des fonds are followed, RAD can be used on 
aggregates like collections because its authors recognise that “[they] must apply to material 
created by, and acquired from, a variety of sources” (RAD 2008 P2.0).  The standard’s general 
guidance and sound recordings chapter, which were last updated in 2008 and employed in 
the course of this article, make RAD the most current and most suitable archival descriptive 
standard to test against a collection of popular music.3  Based on its claims of universality and 
flexibility and accommodation of both collections and sound recordings, this article does not 
ask “why use RAD?”  Rather, it asks “why not?”

The four figures included in the appendix are visual representations of a lengthy textual de-
scription and are intended to summarise and identify the standard’s weaknesses when applied 
to popular music.  In each figure, RAD’s data elements are listed along the x-axis and collection, 
artist and release characteristics are listed along the y-axis.  If a characteristic can be expressed 
in one of the data elements, then it is marked with an “x.”  Data elements that do not apply are 
filled with black; elements that have no characteristics are filled with grey crosshatch.  Figure 1 
shows collection description.  Avoiding redundancy, it separately presents the highest level data 
and should be read in conjunction with all other figures.  Figures 2 – 4 present both series and 
file description.  Respecting the correlation between artist and release, each figure is split into 
two parts: series (artist) data on the left and file (release) data on the right.  The artists and re-
leases were selected for the range of characteristics they demonstrate, but they should not be 
considered a comprehensive survey of popular music in general or the collection in particular. 

It will suffice to summarise briefly the collection, series and files description.  I assembled 
this collection based on the common characteristic of music and physically arranged it by 
artist name.  Complied from circa 1995 to the present, it is made up of over 5,000 releases 
that reflect my changing personal tastes and my professional interest while working as a 
sound engineer, which makes its content both varied and substantial.  Its original order 
has been preserved and the collection has remained in my custody (see Fig. 1).  The first 
of three series from the collection is the UK-based collective The Imagined Village and the 
release considered is their debut album The Imagined Village (The Imagined Village 2007) 
(see Fig. 2).  The second series considered is Dusted, the UK-based producer duo Mark 
Bates and Rollo Armstrong, and the release considered is a set of vinyl discs comprised of 
four remixes of the song “Always Remember to Respect and Honour Your Mother Part 
1” (now referred to as “Always Remember”) (Dusted 2000a), which featured on Dusted’s 
first and only album When We Were Young (Dusted 2000b) (see Fig. 3).  The final series con-
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sidered is the American artist Jimmy Buffett and the release considered is Buffet’s second 
live album Feeding Frenzy (see Fig. 4).  

There are two general observations that can be made about the description.  First, the custo-
dial history of the collection is known.  As a whole, it has remained in my care since I began col-
lecting music, but custodial history cannot be established at any other level.  Re-establishing the 
path releases took from wherever they were manufactured to my possession would be impos-
sible.  For example, I bought “Always Remember” at a second hand music shop in Greenwich, 
London.  My aunt had duplicate copies of Feeding Frenzy and passed one on to me.  A friend 
gave The Imagined Village to my partner as a birthday present, but I liked it so much I have 
permanently ‘borrowed’ it.  While these details start to establish custodial histories, they are 
patchy at best.  Moreover, it seems almost inappropriate to construct custodial histories for 
releases because they are published material, one of many, and only rarely do a few have lives 
that stand out from the rest.  Autographs or limited editions help raise the profile of some, but 
there are far more copies than distinct instantiations.  Archives traditionally identify the mate-
rial they manage as unique aggregates, so popular music may not seem an obvious candidate for 
archival preservation; yet my collection, a one of a kind grouping of music, qualifies as archival 
material and is given the same descriptive attention as a fond of business records.  However, 
due to the ubiquity of the material within the collection, custodial history is only considered 
at collection level.

Second, the guidance for the Scope and Content data element produces mixed results.  At 
series and file level, RAD recommends that Scope and Content describe characteristics like 
activities that produce documents, time periods, names, subject matter and geographical areas 
covered in the documents as well as explain any internal structure or arrangement  (RAD 2008 
1.7D2, 1.7D3 and 8.7D).  However, this approach would produce bizarre release descriptions.  
Song lyrics contain some names and places - the British supermarket Tesco in The Imagined 
Village’s “Hard Times of Old England” and Paris, France in Feeding Frenzy’s  “Last Mango in Paris” 
- but their appearances in lyrics does not necessarily mean that the song is about these places.  
Due to the literal description of content recommended by RAD, the Scope and Content area 
is limited to the number and order of songs contained within the release – its track list - and 
provides no information about subject.  All of Feeding Frenzy and eight singles from The Imagined 
Village have no content description because they do not offer the type of information sought 
by RAD; “Always Remember” and three songs from The Imagined Village simply have no lyrics to 
consult.  Scope and Content has the potential to provide information about the content and 
the processes used to create it, but this element is drastically under used and therefore unable 
to assist access.

Scope and Content and genre qualification

Considering production, discourse and RAD’s Scope and Content data element, the final sec-
tion will propose how genre labels should be qualified in archival description of popular music.  
As mentioned previously, the aim of archival description is to provide access to material.  If 
successful, then a catalogue is an inter-connected, textual representation of documents that 
gives a sense of their size, condition, content, context and relationships with other documents.  
The Scope and Content data element plays a significant role in these representations because 
it specifically addresses information contained within documents, the processes and methods 
used to create them or the transactions they represent.  It allows focused searching because 
the areas covered by this element help refine “music” into “Jimmy Buffett’s music” and “Jimmy 
Buffett’s music” into “Feeding Frenzy,” but song lyrics alone can be an unreliable source of the 
information sought by RAD.  
 
The Scope and Content data element, currently underused when applied to releases, is, how-
ever, an appropriate space to qualify genre labels.  Whether discussion about instrumentation, 
song lyrics or the processes used to create music, production can express content in a way 
that a literal reading of song lyrics cannot because it provides a broader representation of 
the information contained within each release.  By populating Scope and Content, production 
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is already partly qualifying genre.  Discourse also finds its place here.  Part of the element’s 
role in description is to create an understanding of the transactions documents represent.  
Transactions are dynamic and express the relationship between two entities; discourse illus-
trates the relationships between releases and listeners.    

Qualifying genre labels in this way in the Scope and Content data element could have a pro-
found impact on all three releases’ descriptions and as a result, enhance access offered to lis-
teners.  Production is particularly pertinent to The Imagined Village and the “Always Remember” 
remixes.  The Imagined Village formed to explore their “musical roots and identity as English 
musicians and music makers” and accordingly, they view The Imagined Village as a contribution 
to “the debate passed down to [them] by the late Victorian collectors of English song, dance 
and stories” about English identity (Home n.d.).  Drawing inspiration from the Dorset Iron 
Age settlement of Pilsdon Pen and reinterpreting “Cold Haily Rainy Night” and “Hard Times 
of Old England,” The Imagined Village provide one answer to what it means to be English in 
the twenty-first century.  They frame their answer through production that includes the use 
of landscape imagery, traditional songs and instruments as diverse as the group’s members 
and the nation’s population; production is a prominent feature in creation and should be in 
description.  Likewise, the “Always Remember” remixers - Deep Dish, Rollo, Paul van Dyk and 
Ibi Tijani - draw on Dusted’s previous work.  It is fairly easy to explain how a remix is made.  It 
“is a recording produced by combining sections of existing recorded tracks in new patterns 
and with new material” (Fulford-Jones 2001).  Sometimes the change is subtle; other times it is 
drastic and these four remixes are no exception.  However, it is not as easy to explain what a 
remix is.  Is it a version of the original?  Or is it an original in its own right?  Without side step-
ping into an ontological discussion, it is clear that these remixes are in conversation with the 
original and with each other, that the way these remixes are made enables that conversation.  
These remixes and The Imagined Village have noteworthy influences revealed in production and 
will have a bearing on their genre labels.

Furthermore, discourse would be significant to Feeding Frenzy’s description and genre label.  
Jimmy Buffett’s Parrot Heads, the affectionate name for his fan base, not only consistently 
purchase his releases and attended his performances but also subscribe, at least mentally, to 
the lifestyle he portrays.  They are significant characters in the story of Buffett and his music.  
Featured on Buffett’s website, the Republic of Texas Parrot Head Club, one of hundreds of such 
clubs, lists as part of its mission to acknowledge the “party animal sleeping within all of [them]” 
as well to “provide a variety of social activities for people who are interested in the music of 
Jimmy Buffett and the tropical lifestyle he personifies” (Parrot Head Clubs n.d.).  As it applies 
to most Parrot Heads, that “tropical lifestyle” is a state of mind and is the status quo in the im-
aginary place called Margaritaville.  It is also the relationship between Buffet and Parrot Heads, 
which is revealed in and affirmed by Feeding Frenzy.  A live recording, this release particularly 
illustrates this dynamic relationship, the transaction between Buffett’s music and his listen-
ers.  The vibrancy of this community and their support of Buffet and his releases cannot be 
understated, which means that any description of Feeding Frenzy that does not accommodate 
discourse as well as cross-reference and capture information from the Parrot Head Clubs or 
other listeners is incomplete. 

Conclusion

Qualifying genres in description is not simply an exercise in filling otherwise empty data ele-
ments.  In the specific case of popular music genres play a fundamental role in how it is accessed.  
Therefore, any archive that holds popular music as part of its collection should not only integrate 
genres within its descriptive practice but also explain how they have been used as labels.  RAD 
has proven itself to be an effective standard for describing a popular music collection and its ‘nuts 
and bolts’ characteristics like contributor names, track lists, copyright details and edition state-
ments, but its short falls in guidance about the Scope and Content data element is an opportunity 
to qualify genre labels.  This article does not suggest that this element is superfluous; rather, the 
scope of the current guidance for this element needs to be widened to include production and 
discourse so that it can explain genres and ultimately produce sound, accessible records.
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Endnotes

1 There are several formats that apply but are not exclusive to popular music: albums, singles, LPs, EPs and mixtapes. 
This article adopts ‘release’ as a general term to describe any commercial format. Due to lack of artist consent, 
bootlegs, clandestine recordings of live performances, have not been considered.

2 The FBI’s letter and several newspaper articles about police intervention of Straight Outta Compton’s tour make 
up part of the liner notes artwork for the 2002 re-release of the album.

3 Manual of Archival Description 3rd edition, a descriptive standard written by Michael Cook and Margret Procter, 
was last updated in 2000. It does include general guidance and a chapter for sound recordings; however, its lack of 
updates prevents it from being a viable standard for contempary archival use.
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Fig 1
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Fig 2
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Fig 3
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Fig 4


