
1

THE SIGNIFICANCE O  F

VISUAL COMMUNIC AT IO N

ON THE CONSUMPTION OF MUSI C

IN THE DIGIT AL A GE



2

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the Graphic Design Department 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the

Bachelors Degree in Graphic Design
Pearson Institute of High Education

By

Lwandile Nkanyuza,
Durban, KZN

2017

For more content about this research

http://eyemhear.normvlizm.co.za/

https://eyemhear.normvlizm.co.za/


3

Track One

Track Two

Track Three

Track Four

CONTENTS PAGE

Statement of Influence
Introduction
Aim
Context
Hypothesis
Methodology
Review of Literature

Visual Communication
Music Packaging
Subliminal Music Consumption

Music Consumption in the Digital Age

Conclusion
Cited Works

5

6

6

7

8

8

10

15

18
21

24

32
32



4



5

Initially, sound engineering seemed 
a more viable course, as it would 
directly influence and nurture the sonic 
component, however, although beneficial 
from a technical aspect of the sound, what 
I was able to adsorb from graphic design 
impacted my entire outlook on music, not 
just the visual aspect of it. Graphic design 
granted me something of great value, a 
new perspective. A perspective in which I 
began to approach music creation as both 
an aural communicator and lyricist and a 
visual communicator. 

I was able to combine my love for written 
words as lyrics with a new found admiration 
for both static and kinetic typography, I 
began to understand cover artwork as the 
direct pivot of the relationship between 
music and graphic design. The two 
processes began to merge effortlessly 
as I experimented in real-time, releasing 
music through online and tangible means 
independently and packaging it visually. 
There was a whole new realm that required 
exploration.

However, there was only so much I was 
able to learn without specific study-based 
attention and material within the curriculum, 
this research assignment afforded the 
opportunity to significantly expand my 
knowledge in the field of music packaging.

Choosing this particular topic as the 
focal point of my research paper 
required very little contemplation. I 

was very sure about it. 

I immediately identified that there are 
aspects of my life that would find the 
exploration and unpacking of this topic 
significantly beneficial and conducive to 
my personal endeavors. The research 
essentially combines and explores my two 
spheres of interest, namely graphic design 
and music. 

Being both a graphic design student 
and independent music artist afforded 
me perspective through two distinctive 
lenses with which I used to focus on visual 
communication within the music industry. 

The mere exposure to graphic design as a 
curriculum heightened my understanding 
of the visual, with visual art at a high school 
level serving as a point of departure for me, 
comprehending it from a communicative 
and functional standpoint urged me to 
apply it and integrate it into the production 
processes of my music.

Track 
One

STATEMENT OF INFLUENCE
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The content will be divided into four 
chapters labelled as “track” as part of the 
theme of music. Each track will dileneate 
and explore the ideas of this research.

The aim of this study is to ultimately 
substantiate the importance of the 
visual aesthetic on a configuration that 
is consumed mainly through audial 
stimulation. 

This analysis will take place through the 
exploration and understanding of the 
relationship between the visual and the 
audial, with the former being the core 
focus and perspective, and how the 
relationship between each of these senses 
are important in the consumption of music 
as a complete body of work (albums, LPs, 
EPs, Mixtapes, singles).

This thesis will explore how visual 
representation has become a vital part 
of music, and the role played by visual 
communication on influencing the way in 
which music is particularly consumed by 
listeners in an age where it has become far 
more easily accessible through the internet 
in comparison to previously established 
systems of the music industry, prior to the 
paradigm shift of the digital age. 

In this introduction, I will further delineate, 
expand on and explain keywords and each 
of the ideas that are mentioned in the topic 
of this study, such as what is understood 
by visual communication in the context of 
this research, and what is meant by social 
consumption of music, what is meant by 
music and to give insight on what is meant 
by digital age, as to offer background and 
context in relation to music packaging and 
music consumption.

INTRODUCTION

AIMS
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The context of the study takes places 
in a fairly contemporary era of the music 
industry, it’s current setting, a period in time 
that is generally and holistically referred to 
as either the digital age or the information 
age. 

The name itself suggests the shift to a 
more technological and information based 
period, characterized by a shift from 
more conservative industrial approaches 
to computerized technologies and 
economies that would not only impact 
the landscape of mass manufacturing 
processes but similarly have a significant 
affect on traditional media.

Further into this study, related external/
secondary sources will be consulted 
and compiled as a literature review to 
accompany the information obtained 
through secondary research methods.

The importance of context in this particular 
study is closely linked to paradigm shifts 
and the various developments brought 
forward through them.

The zeitgeist and the technological 
developments that lead to the digital age 
the way we consume music, from the 
perspective of medium.

CONTEXT
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The nature of my inquiry will be approached 
using research methods that combine both  
primary research and secondary research. 

The former in which I will assume the 
perspective of an independent music artist, 
graphic designer and music consumer in 
South Africa, where I will use information 
obtained from experience as a point of 
departure, as well as creating a series of 
voting polls using Facebook and Twitter 
within which I will find my focus group of 
music consumers in the digital age.

Secondary research will be approached 
from the perspective of other scholars, 
authors and journalists who offer either 
a similar or new perspective on specific 
elements within the context of the study, 
or brand new information that affects the 
study.

The established hypothesis for this study 
is that the visual packaging and visual 
representation and aesthetic of music 
(which assume various context-specific 
modes), influences and plays a greatly 
significant role in the social consumption of 
music, in other words, the process of music 
consumption in the context of commercial 
music releases, the eyes consume first, 
and then the ears, in that particular order. 

Visual media such as cover art assume the 
role of visual mnemonics for the music it 
packages. (Schindler, 2015)

HYPOTHESIS

METHODOLOGY
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Album Cover Design

Steve Jones and Martin Sorger (1999) of 
the popular music studies journal Covering 
music: A brief history and analysis of album 
cover design, aim to acknowledge the visual 
dimensions of music packaging through 
such a journal. They place a considerable 
amount of emphasis, from the onset of the 
journal, specifically highlighting the rarity of 
written scholarly material that explores the 
role of visual communication and graphic 
design in music packaging within the 
context of the industry of popular music.

They argue, from the perspective that, for 
many years popular music has relied on 
visual representation to present itself to the 
masses, whom would similarly place major 
importance on the “look of music”.(1999) 
With the inception of cover art, music’s 
packaging would shift immensely from its 
function of simply serving as a protective 
sleeve for prerecorded music to a staple 
marketing tool in the ever-evolving music 
industry.

With such a significant role played by 
visual design and the relationship between 
the sonic component and the image, Jones 
and Sorger (1999) believe it is an overlooked 
phenomenon and is not awarded the 
recognition that is due to it, with the lack of 
scholarly treatments and the designer and 
graphic design’s absence in key music 
“how-to” industry journals, with only slight 
mentions.

As the title suggests, Jones and Sorger 
(1999) extensively explore the history of 
physical packaging and design associated 
with prerecorded music, highlighting 
components such as various formats, 
forms and the function, and how throughout 
the years, with the various technological 
and industrial developments impacting the 
format of music packaging, cover artwork 
has maintained its presence and remained 
the focal point of music packaging. They 
further state that “the album cover remains 
the most visible form of music packaging.” 
(1999)

The literature review combines the very few published sources that explore the visual 
aspects of music, the relationship between the audial and the visual and discuss the 
significance of cover artwork in-depth within the context of the music industry, as well as 
sources that cover visual communication and the music industry within the digital age 
respectively.

The role of album artwork would develop throughout the years as an art form and 
ultimately pave way for a prestigious field within the music industry that attracted graphic 
designers and fine artists alike, with Columbia Record’s art director, Alex Steinweiss 
at the forefront, pioneering the art form, leading to it becoming part of the production 
process of music. (1999)

REVIEW OF LITERATURE
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Visualization of Music

According to Libeks (2011), the visualization 
of the music and the artist that that packaging 
encloses, as well as the artist’s image and 
outward appearance play a significant role 
in how audiences receive the music, and is 
also significantly conducive in placing an 
artist in a musical context. (2011)

Libeks points out: 

“Whether this image is carefully constructed 
by a public relations consultant or results 
from unintentional lifestyle habits of a 
performer.” (2011)

The image of the artist allows audiences 
to make judgments and assumptions 
about the product (music) based on their 
interpretation of the artist (packaging), 
similarly, the album artwork of a prerecorded 
musical release visually communicates a 
message that suggests the nature and/or 
musical genre of the album. (2011) 

The points identified by Libeks prove the 
significance of visual communication as 
an asset within the music industry on a far 
more thorough extent, identifying one of the 
functions and results of packaging music 
visually as a complete entity, inclusive of 
the artist (as a brand), which takes close 
consideration of the artist’s own outward 
appearance and general lifestyle. 

The visualization of music now packages 
itself as not simply a means of distinguishing 
products on the market, but one that aids 
in categorizing the sonic component and 
the artist themselves into genre domains. 
The aims of such a grouping system prove 
significantly conducive to improving music 
discovery by way of recommendations. 
(2011)

Each genre of music is equipped with it’s 
own specific visual semiotic identifiers and 
classifications that are used as a visual 
framework for branding and constructing an 
image for an artist, similarly to how genres 
of music have distinct sonic elements such 
instrumentation and the arrangement of 
music, and often lyrical content and subject 
matter as more palpable examples. The 
attempts to visually distinguish the sonic 
product occur within the overall attempts 
to visually categorize it.
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A Multi-sensory Affair

The conversation surrounding multi-sensory 
matter and the phenomenon of synesthesia 
are closely linked the topic of this study, 
as it is essentially an exploration and a 
discussion of the relationship between 
two of five human senses, the audial and 
the visual, within the context of music 
packaging.

Synesthesia – the perceptual sensation of 
one sense that is involuntarily produced 
when another sensory perception is 
stimulated, summarizes the ways in 
which the 5 sensory perceptions co-exist. 
Humans innately cross-reference between 
these senses, and although it is considered 
a phenomenon, humans are already 
equipped with very mild and standard level 
of synesthesia.

English and art professor, William John 
Thomas Mitchell (2005) argues that despite 
the presence and existence of these 
5 senses, the different types of media 
created for their consumption is not sense-
specific, for example, there is no media 
visual media, as the title of Mitchell’s (2005) 
journal suggests, there is only media that 
is predominantly consumed visually, not 
purely. 

Mitchell (2005) further states that the 
term “visual media” is a mere colloquial 
expression used to designate media that is 
predominantly visual, such as photography, 
film and painting to name a few. (2005) 

He dismisses the idea of purely visual 
media in favor of the term mixed media; 
a configuration he believes accurately 
categorizes the various forms of media as 
they stimulate multiple senses. 

The relationship between the visual and 
audial in the context of music packaging 
and the visualization of the music itself as 
a commodity is somewhat synesthetic in 
nature, because of how the process of (and 
leading to) the consumption of music from 
the standpoint of both sensory perceptions 
occurs simultaneously. 

Based on Mitchell’s (2005) argument, we 
are able to vaguely assume that music 
itself is not purely audial media, but 
rather media that is simply predominantly 
audial, because of the various involuntary 
synesthetic reactions that might be evoked 
through the process, such as the ability 
to visually interpret the sonic component 
by way of synesthesia, and to ultimately 
visualize music in the form of cover art. 
The visualization of music now packages 
itself as not simply a means of distinguishing 
products on the market, but one that aids 
in categorizing the sonic component and 
the artist themselves into genre domains. 
The aims of such a grouping system prove 
significantly conducive to improving music 
discovery by way of recommendations. 
(2011)

Each genre of music is equipped with it’s own specific visual semiotic identifiers and 
classifications that are used as a visual framework for branding and constructing an 
image for an artist, similarly to how genres of music have distinct sonic elements such 
instrumentation and the arrangement of music, and often lyrical content and subject 
matter as more palpable examples. The attempts to visually distinguish the sonic product 
occur within the overall attempts to visually categorize it.
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Visual Dominance

Vision is considered by many scholars as the most 
dominant human sensory perception amongst our 6 
senses. The human eye is the entryway within which 
information about our surroundings are gathered 
and processed by the brain. Doctor Thomas 
Politzer further elaborates that “more than just sight 
is measured in terms of visual acuity (sharpness); 
vision is the process of deriving meaning from what 
is seen.”

Dustin Stokes and Stephen Biggs (2014) state that 
vision is a far more explored sphere through studies 
in comparison to the other perceptual modalities (a 
particular form of sensory perception), 
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In order to fully grasp the content of 
this study, it is of great importance to 
first understand what is meant by the 
consumption of music, the digital age, and 
visual communication in 1. a broad and fairly 
general sense, and then, more importantly, 
2. In a more specific understanding of the
same ideas applied to and in the context
of this study.

What is visual communication? The 
creative process through which an idea 
is communicated through visual media 
(visual aids) is what is generally meant by 
visual communication. The visual directly 
relates to sight and the optical perception, 
the eye, one of the six human senses, 
therefore, any kind of information that the 
eye perceives, experiences and consumes 
is considered visual media, media that 
stimulates one’s visual sense.

Visual media is a term used to designate 
various ‘visual’ formats, namely television, 
photography, infographics, paintings, film 
and etc. However, English and Art History 
Professor, W. J. T. Mitchell, in a journal 

Track 
Two

VISUAL COMMUNICATION

titled “There Are No Visual Media”, argues 
that the term and the idea of the existence 
of media that is ‘purely optical’ is highly 
misleading and inexact. 

Supporting his statement, the professor 
believes that the term is a colloquial 
expression used to suggest something 
that is predominantly visual, which he 
concludes to be its greatest degree and 
nothing more. (2005) His reasoning is 
that, as the title suggests, there are no 
visual media, making references to both 
ancient and modern media with sensory 
and semiotic elements as standpoints, 
in Aristotle’s drama observation that 
“combines the three orders of lexis, melos 
and opsis (words, music and spectacle)” 
(Mitchell, 2005).

In basic terms, there are no visual media, 
everything is mixed media, everything is 
multisensory, there is no ‘pure opticality’, 
the visual is not free from the narrative nor 
the representation of a nameable object. 
That is the basis of the argument by 
Mitchell (2005). 
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In the context of visual communication in 
music, it is believed that the overall musical 
experience does not solely center itself 
around the sonic component, which simply 
stimulates the end-user’s audial sensory 
perception, with reference to Mitchell’s 
theory, music it too is a multisensory affair, 
as it takes prime consideration of the 
visual sensory perception, and prior to 
the paradigm shift to the digital age, one’s 
tactile senses would also be considered as 
part and parcel of the musical whole. 

The neuropsychological phenomenon 
of Synesthesia – a sensation that occurs 
when stimulation in one sense (e.g. 
aural) leads to an involuntary responses 
or experiences in a second sense (e.g. 
visual), when the senses intertwine, proves 
that music consumption is not limited to 
simply being an audial experience and is 
able to stimulate, not only the consumer’s 
hearing, but similarly their mode of 
visual perception, haptic perception and 
kinesthetic perception, through this process 
– through the blending or crossover of the
senses, which allows a kind of conversion
to take place.

Furthermore, with reference to fine art, 
an art form that could pose as an ideal 
example and counter-argument against 
Mitchell’s theory as one that is believed 
to completely emancipate itself from 
language, text and narrative and exists and 
epitomizes the purely optical, even works 
such as those by abstract expressionist 
painter themselves are not to considered 
as a purely optical experience, but would 
exist and be considered as such by the 
uninformed viewer (2005).

With that said, the characteristic of 
unintentional and intrinsic multi-sensory 
stimulation of ‘visual media’ serves as 
a strong foundation for its use for more 
intended outcomes. By default, once 
again according to Mitchell (2005), visual 
media (and any kind of media) stimulates 
multiple human senses, so when it is 
utilized as intentional and purposeful visual 
communication and graphic design it 
merely strengthens and emphasizes what 
is already there, or heightens or refines the 
ability to see and focus on what is intended 
to be focused as the focal point.
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In the context of the music industry, visual 
communication and visual media assume 
various forms as a marketing tool and 
one of the varied industrial processes 
when packaging the sonic element (the 
prerecorded musical product – the song/
album). 

The more traditional approaches to music 
packaging exist with both visual and tactile 
predominance, these approaches take 
the form of album sleeve designs and 
packaging (jewel case, CD, inside and 
outer sleeves), music videos (the most 
direct visual translation of the audio), 
merchandise (an extension of the artist/
band’s visual identity in the form of t-shirts, 
caps, props and etc.), posters (traditional 
element of graphic design) and even 
live concerts and performances can be 
considered as visual communication of 
music, a visual extension of the audio 
work, despite stimulating more than just 
the visual sensory perception, it is the most 
multisensory of the various approaches.

The more contemporary approaches have 
nearly completely axed out most of the 
traditional, with the paradigm shift of the 
digital age. Streaming and downloading 
through the internet has become a more 
viable route for delivering music, and 
has since rendered previous methods 
ineffective in the music industry blueprint, 
although many artists and record labels 
still apply these methods. 

Over many periods, music packaging 
would undergo and experience a series 
of transitions and transformations, dated 
from as far back as the 1900s till present, 
appearing as shellac discs packaged using 
packing paper with imprinted manufacturer 
trademarks in record stores, to the thick, 
durable pasteboard album boxes, to the 
easily storable and portable cassette tape 
(1999), the technological innovation of 
the optical disk (CD) packaged in a clear 
jewel case, and ultimately the internet’s 
downloadable and stream-able .mp3 and 
.wav formats, each necessitating new 
forms of music packaging.  

If not completely done away with by 
the developments of computerized 
technologies, some of these forms and 
approaches have merely been adapted 
and distilled and remain prevalent in 
contemporary processes. In contemporary 
times, the album cover has risen to the 
forefront and “remains the most visible 
form of music packaging” (1999). 

With the ability to stream and download 
music through the internet onto portable 
devices, the more tangible approaches 
to music packaging (records, cassettes 
tapes and CD jewel cases) have since 
taken a backseat.
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When referring to music packaging, one 
intuitively imagines the tactile and visual 
representation of the processed audio in 
the form of a packaged, optical jewel case 
or vinyl record card.

Music packaging has gone through a 
series of transformations over the years, 
prior to the paradigm shift of the digital age. 
One of the most popular physical forms of 
music packaging was the CD jewel case. 
A composition of visual elements are found 
in such a jewel case, such as the front and 
back cover sleeve designs and additional 
booklet, over and above the compact disc 
(CD) itself, which also serves as a design
element when it has artwork printed on its
surface, or lack thereof (Figure 1).

The accompanying graphic art of a music 
release exists as a marketing tool, and has 
played a role that has been considered 
to be of equal significance to that of a 
book cover design, (Shah, 2016) since 
the pioneering of music cover art in the 
1940s by Columbia Records art director 
and graphic designer and the designer of 
the first record cover art, Alex Stienweiss, 
who introduced the idea of repackaging 
the release of long-plays (LP) with special 
attention to sales appeal. (Heller, 2011)

Prior to Steinweiss’s innovation, up until 
the end of 1939, records were released 
unadorned and cheaply presented, existing 
in merely tan or brown paper packaging 
which, in addition to its unattractiveness 
and lacking sales appeal, left marks on the 
vinyl groove “when 33 1/3 r.p.m. 

LPs were stacked” (Heller, 2011) Steinweiss 
stepped in in his youth, and upon being 
granted approval by CBS records to design 
not only the record label’s promotional 
material, but to also design cover artwork 
for the albums released under the label, 
the young Brooklyn graphic designer 
began work on what would be the very first 
illustrated album art, one for a Rogers & 
Hart collection. (Ediriwira, 2014)

Production costs increased, however, so 
did reported record sales, particularly with 
another of Stienweiss’s cover art designs 
for Bruno Walter’s Beethoven Eroica 
symphony (Figure 2), which had been 
released prior with unillustrated packaging. 
The release saw a 895% increase with 
Stienweiss’s illustration, and so began the 
influence of graphic design on the music 
industry.

MUSIC PACKAGING
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Figure 1: Kanye West - ‘Yeezus’ album artwork - Designed by Joe Perez

Figure 2: Bruno Mars - Beethoven Eroica - Designed by Alex Steinweiss
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In more contemporary times, music 
packaging has since evolved into more 
than just cover art designs on LPs, 
Compact Discs were introduced 1981 and 
were approached as a different product 
in comparison to the LP. (Philips) The CD 
would then require a different approach 
with regard to packaging and marketing, 
and the optical jewel case was ultimately 
introduced by Peter Doodson for Phillips 
Design. (Philips)

Contrary to what is generally understood 
by the term ‘music packaging’, in this 
study, music packaging and packaging 

“Shelves that displayed only the spines of records were replaced 
by racks that brought customers face to face with covers. Slowly 
the importance of the cover as a “silent salesman” was noticed 
by record company executives and marketing personnel.” 
- Jones & Sorger,1999

in general will not solely refer to the idea 
of what has been explained above, 
and does not solely refer to the tactile 
elements, in favor of rather understanding 
the packaging of music as all of the post-
production modes of music production, 
every known process that takes places 
subsequent to the recording, mixing and 
mastering of the song, the packaging of 
the music. 

These processes will form part of the focus 
of this study and understanding them 
clearly will form part of the purpose of this 
study. 
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It is important to this study to note and 
distinguish between music as a commodity 
– music that’s meant to be sold, and music
that isn’t. There is a blurred line, between
both, but particularly with regards to the
latter.

The former can be intuitively recognized 
as commercial music as understood and 
consumed by the masses, music that is 
directly (and often indirectly) available for 
sale either in music and record stores in the 
form of compact disks, DVDs and vinyls, 
or via online streaming and downloading 
platforms as MP3s, WAVs and other digital 
formats, as well other means of direct mass 
consumption, such as music broadcasted 
on radio (as play-listed music) and 
music played at concerts, music that can 
straightforwardly be purchased somehow.

On the other hand, the latter can be 
understood as music that isn’t directly 
available for direct purchase and mass 
consumption, such as music played 
in elevators, in television and radio 
advertisements and idents to mention 
a few. It could be argued that music 
broadcasted on radio could also possibly 
fall under the latter because of the indirect 
manner in which it is consumed by the 
masses, but in order for that music to be 
considered for play-listing on radio it needs 
to be branded. stores fill specific isles with 
the same products, only distinguishable 
through branding.

One of the aims of this study is to expand on 
this list and to ultimately understand what 
works and why and what could possibly 
be adjusted or reworked, or completely 
forgotten, and what is ultimately the 
future of music packaging and the mass 
consumption of music.

At this point, it is understood, but not 
completely, that music is not merely an 
auditory experience, but one that “triggers 
all kinds of feelings and emotions. When 
listening to music, we want to feel a certain 
way, to be transported to an entirely 
different place, and an album’s sleeve can 
help to do that.” (Shah, 2016)

Just as with any kind of commoditized 
good or service, music as a commodity 
within its own entire industry requires its 
own specific but not completely unique 
marketing strategies, within which the 
need for branded materials exist in order to 
distinguish a product from similar products 
on the shelf. With music in particular, these 
branded materials exist in the form of visual 
media such as cover artwork that serve as 
visual extensions of the music and/or artist 
which they enclose.

SUBLIMINAL CONSUMPTION
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East Coast Radio no longer accept CDs 
as music submissions and have opted 
to receive them solely via email, this has 
a lot to do with the various technological 
developments that constitute the digital 
and information age. Sihle Mthembu sites 
listening mediums and equipment as a 
major contributor to this decision. He and 
many of his colleagues use Macbooks as 
their preferred type of personal computer. 

The most recent model is independent of a 
CD rom, it has been removed completely 
from the MacBook’s design, leaving only 
HDMI and USB input systems, therefore 
immediately rendering hard copy music 
submissions obsolete.

This takes us back to a conversation of 
the shift from the industrial revolution to 
the information age, and how, currently lot 
of processes have either been rendered 
obsolete and replaced, or distilled and 
adapted. Music packaging fits well within 
such a topic, having existed through 
various configurations in time.

According to East Coast Radio’s 
music compiler, Sihle Mthembu, music 
submissions across all South African radio 
stations are often accepted through two 
channels, providing hard copy CDs to 
radio compilers by delivering them to the 
radio station offices, and emailed music 
submissions. Mthembu highlights the 
large influx of music submissions received 
by East Coast Radio receives per week, 
summing the number down to 500 songs 
a week. 

The station’s music committee meets once 
a week, on a Wednesday, to filter through 
the large volumes of songs and ultimately 
adding to the station’s playlist. Such a 
scenario clearly shines a spotlight on the 
need for visually distinguishing elements 
and places emphasis on cover art’s function 
as a marketing and branding tool, used to 
distinguish one product from the other, 
similarly to how goods in grocery stores fill 
specific isles with the same products, only 
distinguishable through branding.
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With the continuous decline in the 
production and the value of the more tactile 
means and approaches to the packaging of 
recorded music, due to the paradigm shift 
of the information age, it bids the question, 
does the visualization of music matter as 
much as it used to in contemporary times? 
Where previously established principles 
have been distilled into mere thumbnails.

Each of the strides and developments that 
combined music and the image defined 
many eras and were equally defined by 
those eras, shifting the culture of branding 
and visual media in music marketing and 
creating a new and dynamic facet within 
the music industry that homed many 
graphic designers and art directors. 

Each development was necessary and 
relevant to it’s time. For example, prior to 
Alex Steinweiss’s innovation of the album 
artwork, recorded music as albums 
and long-playing records was poorly 
packaged from a visual perspective and 
not aesthetically pleasing. In unattractive 
sleeves that had very little visual appeal, 

Track 
Three

MUSIC CONSUMPTIONIN THE DIGITAL AGE   

contributing very little to music as a 
commodity and the consumption and 
marketing of it, and served merely as 
containers that communicated nothing 
about what they enclosed. However, 
through the lens of a broader perspective, 
the function of hard copy and tactile music 
can be understood when considering the 
modalities of perception.

Through an analysis from a sensory 
perception standpoint, we are able to 
identify that, prior to the formats brought 
forward by the digital age, the previously 
established means of packaging music 
stimulated more than just one’s audial and 
visual sensory perceptions. With reference 
to Mitchell (2005), music as hard copy, as 
it was published and distributed for mass 
consumption prior to the digital age, can 
be considered to be mixed media, and 
not purely aural as we have previously 
established from a visual perception 
standpoint. 
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The CD evidently also appealed to one’s 
tactile sense, through the ability to touch 
and feel the firm but fragile plastic of the 
jewel case and it’s various indentations, 
the smoothness of the unembellished 
compact disk or the subtle roughness of 
the printed layer of ink in the slightest relief, 
and finally the ability to page through the 
glossy paper booklet that houses the cover 
artwork on the front and “thank yous” on 
the back end, releasing a pungent scent 
of rich ink and mildly thick grammage card 
from the initial opening. This introduces 
another sensory perception.

Even one’s olfactory systems (sense of 
smell) are within the sensory radar of the 
CD, as briefly discussed in the previous 
paragraph. Similar to how the visual can 
affect our aural perception, our olfactory 
senses affect our gustatory senses (sense 
of taste), our ability to smell something 
gives us a sufficient amount of information 
to assume its taste, and therefore it would 
be possible, although not probable to be 
able to taste a hard copy disk.

At the time recorded music was 
only available in these mixed media 
and predominantly tactile formats to 
accommodate the technologies of the 
time (record players). However, as time 
progressed, and paradigms shifted, 
recorded music would adapt to and exist 
in new formats brought forth by various 
technological developments. 

Throughout these various developments, 
cover artwork has maintained its position 
as the core component in the packaging 
of recorded music. With close reference 
to Steinweiss as a case study, through his 
visual contribution to the reissue of Bruno 
Walter’s Beethoven Eroica symphony, 
which proliferated sales by 896% from 
sales of its unembellished predecessor 
(Ediriwira, 2014), cover artwork has 
proved itself as incredibly significant to 
commercial success in both the archaic 
and the contemporary musi`c industry. 
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With that being said, and taking into 
consideration the sensory impact of tactile 
music packaging, cover artwork presented 
through digital music platforms as the core 
packaging component in contemporary 
times is significantly limited in comparison 
to its predecessor. While the CD and its 
archaic relatives existed as mixed media, 
today’s prevalent formats only afford us 
visual and aural stimulation.

Returning to the question of how much 
the visualization of music matters in 
contemporary times. With hard copies 
becoming subordinate to cover art 
presented on digital music platforms - from 
a consumer’s perspective, cover art has 
assumed the mantle, a smaller mantle, a 
mantle that has been reduced to a small 
square on the screen of a digital device 
somewhere on the internet (Figure 3  & 4). 

However, despite the miniaturization of the 
format, it is arguable that the role of cover 
art is more important than ever before. 
(McKinney, 2015)

Cover art is commercial art, is it visually 
communicated music that packages itself 
in such a way that the consumer is able 
to vaguely assume the contents and the 
message that has been prepared for aural 
consumption, before indulging in it, it’s an 
elusive preview. 

However, from its inception, as the visual 
form and extension of the sonic component, 
cover artwork was always firstly intended to 
distinguish an album on the shelf of a record 
store from other albums on the shelf of a 
record store. It relied heavily on point-of-
purchase displays that allowed consumers 
to be face-to-face with what would be 
information that can be consumed visually 
and interpreted by the brain.

In 2017, Columbia Record’s justification 
for allowing Alex Steinweiss a sufficient 
amount of creative freedom as art-director, 
that initial responsibility Steinweiss 
bestowed onto cover artwork, the function 
it assumed, it has stood the test of time. 
The only notable difference is that the 
format has changed significantly to adapt 
to the new systems and technologies, 
emancipating the design from the support 
structures of elements located outside the 
visual scope.

Opposed to primarily existing within a 
predominantly musical context (record 
stores), in present-day, most music and 
cover art is consumed digitally, and is 
commonly encountered on the world wide 
web, reduced from the 30 x 30 centimeter 
display of the vinyl to a miniature square 
existing alongside a pool of both related and 
(mostly) unrelated images disseminated 
throughout the web.
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Figure 3: User Interface for online music streaming service Apple Music

Figure 4: User Interface for SoundCloud streaming Service
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According to Atlantic Records’ creative 
director Greg Burke, although having 
maintained its primary function, the 
reduced size of the canvas has undeniably 
impacted the actual artwork and the 
designer’s approach. (McKinney, 2015) 

He further elaborates that being able to 
design on a 30 x 30 cm canvas which 
consumers are able to encounter up close 
and tangibly, allowing for further inspection, 
comprehension and appreciation, gives 
freedom to designers to create elaborate 
cover artwork, however, the contemporary 
miniaturized format does not. In a more 
indirect manner, consumers encounter 
cover art via online social media platforms. 
These designs appear amongst an 
enormous influx of user-generated content 
that land on the consumer’s Facebook, 
Twitter and/or Instagram timeline, all in 
competition for their attention.

The copious amounts of information and 
media generated in very short periods of 
time, within the user’s social networking 
environment make them unable commit 
entirely or for long periods of time to a single 
section of media and information that has 
succeeded in capturing their attention for 
that moment. 

In response to the competitive nature of 
user-generated content, Facebook (as 
well as Twitter and Instagram) allows users 
(specifically brands), the opportunity for 
reinforced visibility through paid promotion 
in the form of “sponsored posts” (Figure 5). 

This mechanism allows users to firstly, 
ensure that the post is not intentionally 
and unintentionally skipped in the process 
of skimming through one’s timeline, by 
allowing the sponsored post to appear 
more than once on the timeline as an 
ad, and secondly to vaguely ensure a 
broader reach that extends beyond the 
user’s Facebook Friends. This system 
alone provides insight on the intensity and 
industrial nature of social media marketing, 
and online marketing as a whole. 

Reverting to Greg Burke’s point concerning 
the impact that the reduced canvas for 
social media and online exploitation has 
on the designer’s approach to designing, 
the function of the artwork prioritizes its 
ability to be striking and eye-catching, 
understandably so. Cover art’s contribution 
becomes a lot more functional than ornate.
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Figure 5: Cover art as it appears on a Facebook timeline as a Sponsored Post.
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Based off what can be understood from Burke’s argument about cover art’s functionality, 
Figure 6 emphasizes the importance of visual communication in the digital age as we see 
that accessing music by way of the internet is the preferred method of music consumption in 
contemporary times. 

Additionally, Figure 6 suggests that music consumers in South Africa prefer to have a sense 
of ownership over their music (vaguely reminiscent of owning a CD or vinyl) by having it as a 
downloaded audio file on their electronic devices that they are able to have frequent access 
to, irrespective of whether they have data/airtime credits or not, opposed to streaming services 
that require an internet connection in order to maximize the listening experience.

60%

31%

3% 6%

I buy CDs and/or vinyls
I download on the internet
I stream over the internet
I listen to radio

Figure 6: The different ways a focus group of 267 South African online users access and consume music

Figure 7: Poll created and published through Twitter Figure 7: Poll-like system on Facebook
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Many may argue that cover art, and visual 
communication in general (in the context of 
music) would not be particularly necessary 
had music not been commoditized - 
narrowing down the creative practice and 
the relationship between aural and visual 
to a mere industrial process.

One might have a sound argument when 
debating that music was initially and 
primarily intended for aural consumption, 
and that every other additional element 
that packages the music as a product and 
brand, is exactly that, additional packaging. 
The term packaging refers to material used 
to wrap and protect goods, goods in this 
case being the sonic component. 

These are both formidable arguments, 
however, in the same breath with which 
Mitchell (2005) denounces and challenges 
the term “visual media” and the existence 
of media that is purely consumed visually, 
one can share similar sentiments with 
regards to the aural, arguing that it is 
all a multisensory affair when taking 
thorough consideration of human sensory 
perceptions.

From that perspective as a point of 
departure, we are able to understand the 
relationship between the visual and the 
aural within conversations concerning 
music. Through understanding the 
synesthetic nature of such a relationship, 

Track 
Four

CONCLUSION
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In the contemporary age cover art solely 
holds the mantle on a format that is without 
any tactile support systems.
Many graphic designers believe that 
music packaging has lost its flare and 
that the substantially reduced format is 
significantly limiting, and allows very little 
detail and experimentation in comparison 
to that of the vinyl and the CD. The new 
format, which assumes the form of a small 
square on a digital device focuses more on 
being noticeable amongst multiple other 
media available throughout the world wide 
web in the form of user-generated content.

Ultimately the existence of cover art and 
visual communication within the music 
industry in the digital age is more important 
than it has ever been.

we recognize that the existence of “visual 
media” for music is significantly conducive 
to music as a holistic experience. 

Cover art is undeniably a product of 
marketing; this was immediately clarified 
from its inception (Steinweiss/Beethoven 
Eroica). Having identified that the visual is 
our dominant sensory modality, attaching 
processes that predominantly (not purely) 
appeal to other senses is not irrational. 

Despite the various configurations assumed 
by music packaging as time lapsed, cover 
art has managed to maintain its role as the 
core component, supported by cardboard 
sleeves, cassette tape cases and compact 
disk jewel cases. 

ByLwansta - Oh Well. Designed ByLwansta
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