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Mixing it up: the effects of 
new media and technology on 
musical culture

There was a time when mashing 
applied only to potatoes. In the 
modern era, though, mashing 

can also refer to the mixing of two or 
more audio recordings to create a whole 
new track that, with access to the right 
software, anyone can do at home.

Musician and cultural theorist Paul 
Théberge suggests that this new 
recording practice is just one example 
of how technology can affect musical 
culture. As Carleton University’s Tier II 
Canada Research Chair in Technological 
Mediations of Culture, he investigates 
the impact that digital media and 
techniques have on music making and 
distribution and on the relationship 
between artists and fans.

He believes that modern recording 
technology and the internet are as 
critical to musical culture today as the 
parlour piano and music publishing were 
100 years ago.

“In the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, demand for popular songs 
led to the sale of millions of copies of 
sheet music to amateur musicians who 
regularly entertained themselves and 
their audiences by playing these songs 
on pianos at home or local dances,” he 
explains. “Modern technologies also 
enable the dissemination of music, offer 
recording artists new tools with which 
to compose music, and allow fans to be 
more active in the music-making process 
by manipulating and combining music in 
unexpected ways.” 

Mixing with Glenn Gould
Given his interest in recording 
technology, Théberge was inevitably 
drawn to the work of classical pianist 
Glenn Gould who, before his death in 
1982, enhanced his performances with 
modern recording technologies. 

In 1964, Gould retired from public 
performing, in part because he believed 
that, by using the studio and the editing 
process, he could better communicate 
his musical ideas. He complemented 
his well-known interpretive methods, 
such as extreme variations in tempo, 
with recording, editing, and mixing 
techniques to provide himself with more 

powerful tools with which to interpret 
the music. 

In a handful of his more experimental 
recordings, Gould positioned several 
microphones in different locations 
around the studio. The distance of 
the mikes from the instrument would 
result in a greater or lesser ratio of 
reverberation (i.e., the sounds that 
persist in an enclosed space after 
the sound source has stopped) to 
direct sound from the piano. He 
then integrated these variations in 
reverberation into different musical 
passages so that he would have two 
layers of artistic interpretation: the 
first created at the piano and the 
second created in the mix. Gould often 
compared these methods to the use of 
close-ups and long shots in film. 

A new mix for an old 
recording
In 1970, Gould recorded Scriabin’s 
Piano Sonata #5 using these miking 
techniques and it was eventually 
released as a standard stereo recording. 
Théberge believes the work never 
received the kind of mix that Gould had 
intended and, having secured a digital 
copy of the original tapes from Sony-
BMG, intends to analyze the recording 
and mix it according to Gould’s ideas. 
“In the thirty-six years since Gould 
recorded this sonata, other artists have 
pushed the boundaries of music and 
technology. However, Gould’s technique 
remains intriguing and, in an era of 
surround sound systems, may offer new 
insights into the relationship between 
music and acoustic space. I want to 
engage with the technology so that the 
results of my research are both critical 
and analytic but also directly informed 
by the technical practices associated 
with making music in contemporary 
culture.”

Canada Research Chairs
The Canada Research Chairs Program is designed to 
attract the best talent from Canada and around the 
world, helping universities achieve research excellence 
in natural sciences and engineering, health sciences, 
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“Modern recording 
technology and 
the internet 
are critical to 
musical culture 
today.”

Chairholders improve Canadians’ depth of  
knowledge and quality of life, strengthen the 
country’s international competitiveness, and help  
train the next generation of highly skilled people. 
When fully implemented, the program will support 
2,000 research professorships across the country.

Research snapshot

Purpose 
To research the effects of new media 
and technology on musical culture.

Scope
To examine the impact of recording 
practices and distribution networks 
on music creation and performance 
and the relationship between fans 
and artists.

Thesis
Recording technology and the 
internet are now an integral part of 
music making and musical culture.

Outcome
New theories and methodologies that 
promote a better understanding of 
contemporary music.
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