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DAVE LAING
Journalistic Practises

Introduction

Music journalism can be defined as the practise of
reporting or writing about music for publication in spe-
cialist or nonspecialist print media, including the music
press, life-style magazines, newspapers, biographies and
histories. Music journalism has been important in the
negotiation and ascription of popular music meanings,
as well as integral to the marketing of popular music.
Because the subject of such journalism is music, a dis-
tinction can be drawn between music journalism and
general journalistic practise. Hence, music journalists
generally work within a particular discourse of criticism,
adhering to certain stylistic conventions and employing
common critical criteria. The music journalist’s expertise
is in capturing the essence of music, the atmosphere of
performance, and building the public image of a star or
act. The method of documentation informs the way in
which music has been judged and valued.

Early Conventions

‘Music journalism and specialist music publications
have existed in some form since the nineteenth century.
Until the 1960, journalism relating to pop and rock 'n’
roll tended to be fairly prosaic. The pieces were largely
factual and statistical, and made little use of emotive or
atmospheric language or detailed scene-setting. Reviews
of live and recorded music were generally dryly descript-
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New Journalism
n;iom tJhe mid-1960s onward, music journalism
increasingly revealed the profound influence of the

lism movement. Spearheaded by

emerging New Journd
gazine Writers such as Tom

color-supplement and ma
Wolfe and Hunter S. Thompson and novelists such as

Norman Mailer and Truman Capote, the New Journal-
ism undertook to take journalism out of the realm of
mere ‘dry’ reporting of facts by utilizing many of the
stylistic components of fiction. Its conventions had an
important influence on style and content, as well as on
the construction of the image of the journalist within
music (especially rock) journalism. Stylistic traits pion-
eered by the new journalists, such as scene-by-scene con-
struction, third-person point of view, recording of every-
day detail and the inclusion of the persona of the
journalist within the text, were appropriated by US and
UK music critics from the end of the 1960s. The fact that
many new journalists explicitly created a new cultural
agenda that treated popular culture as worthy of seri
anlysis hs o beenattibuted o the influnce of the
New Journalism. For example, Tom I o
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t‘?ta dists and avant-garde musicians. He
plues gt elements Were central to the ‘re-
fﬂ& that these high/low culture demarcation’ within
W t ?1?93' 291). Added to these elements was
‘f;ck ideologY ks ‘mid-Atlantic’ journalese, which
: .can slang, regular clusters of short
and contemporary metaphor.

} this stylistic evolution was the development
g mof the rock journalist, in which the figure of
"*.mnmk +n the romantic attributes of the rock
";l;aﬁsts of the 1970s, such as Nick Kent (United
) )and Lester Bangs (United States), carefully cul-
A images of themselves. For instance, at the
.hg retrospective review of Van Morrison’s Astral
‘mgsplamthcrecmdinrelaﬁontohisown
eesmdto_popularmlturalmythsmﬁng to
out: ‘Tt was particularly important to me
of 1968 was such a terrible time: I was a

i drug-taking, hedonism and personal relation-
s. Hill (1991) describes music journalists of
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also _cllﬁf:rences in‘ioumalistlc style and practise acrosy

publications. Specialist music magazines and NEWsPi-

pers H_ia)’, for .example, use a brash, opinionated tone o

estab?lsh Cl'.edlbility with their readership. Music reviews
and interviews with musicians are often littered with

obscure or canonical musical reference points, which
serve simultaneously to establish the journalist's author-
ity and to target the publication at an imagined audience
of music connoisseurs. As national and local newspapers
are not targeted at such niche markets, the content of
music articles is inevitably distinct. Music sections in
local newspapers generally cover local gigs and events
and publicize local musicians. Alternatively, concert and
album reviews in national newspapers often comprise
part of a popular culture section that offers readers an
overview of current music, book and film releases, Thus,
the form and content of articles are shaped by considera-
tions of the role and readership of a publication,
Caroline Sullivan, music columnist for the British news.
paper The Guardian, comments that her ‘readership is
mainly educated and left-of-centre, and [ take this into
account when deciding what to write about, It's not
necessary to be quite so cutting edge as in the music
press, but I do have to monitor trends and be adaptable’
(1995, 141).

On a more general level, music journalism has its own
particular conventions in the way in which music is rep-
resented in descriptive terms. It has been widely argued
(Stratton 1982; Breen 1987; Frith 1996) that the effus.
iveness of the criteria by which music is judged and
described has led to music journalism being a confused
and unstable form. Frith (1996) contends that ‘the lan-
guage of music criticism . .. depends upon the confusion
of the subjective and objective’ (67). Following Roland
Barthes’ observation that, in music criticism, musical
work and performance are ‘invariably translated into the

poorest linguistic category: the adjective,’ Frith polnts

* out that adjectives are used by music 1oumgltrst3 to ‘re
en  music mit]sposslble uses’ and in the generic classifica-
s tion of a particular piece (67).
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Kinship
= Kinship
Emiroir‘a E:ufexsion. Hence, Mike McCartney, Jike p;

: » 10ined a pop band and had s0ngs in the
charts, while sisters Dannii and Kylie Minogue have
both enjoyed successtul careers as solo pop performers,
Other siblings perform in the same musical group - for
example, the Gallagher brothers of the British rock band
Qasis, and the Wilson brothers who performed with
their cousin in the Beach Boys. Some groups are com-
prised entirely of siblings, including pop groups like the
Osmonds and the Jackson §, and the Beverley, Andrews
and Nolan Sisters. Husbands and wives also perform in
public together - the pop duo Sonny and Cher is an
example - as do blood relatives of different generations -
tor instance, Naomi Judd and her daughter Wynonna,
who performed as the country group the Judds; Frank
Sinatra and his daughter Nancy, who performed as a
duo; and Wizz Jones and his son Simeon, who have per-
tormed as a folk duo.

There are also many musicians who might not per-
form with their parents, but who nevertheless have
chosen similar musical careers. Julian Lennon, Dweezil
Zappa, Zak Dylan and Ziggy Marley have all followed in
the musical footsteps of their famous fathers. Similarly,
the fathers and uncles of the pop band 3T were members
of the Jackson $. Other well-known ‘musical families’
include country music dynasties such as the Carter and
Stoneman Families, and the illustrious musical family of
batafon player Mory Kanté from eastern Guinea. Family
groupings are also commonplace within English concer-
tina bands (Cohen and McManus 1991), New Orleans
jazz bands (Barker and Buerkle 1973) and US minstrel
groups (Hamm 1979, 142). In some cultures, particular
castes, lineages or other kinship groups are categorized
as musical and those born within them beeo'me musi-
cians through family inheritance. Youssou N'Dour, for

‘example, is a singing griot born into a Senegalese griot

through his mother’s line. In addition, some




