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Borgerson and Schroeder’s book is a wonderful read. Moreover, it is both scholarly
and fun. The authors curated a well-selected group of midcentury (1950s and 1960s)
American pop record albums. They scoured record bins, from Providence to Berke-
ley, and their own extensive collection for album covers that told stories about the
American dream for middle-class respectability. The authors interpret and critique
them in term of the ways they represent—or index—the modern, postwar American
imagination. The book itself is simply beautiful. The album covers are reproduced in
full color, and the authors complement their visual analysis with insights gained from
liner notes and occasionally from the records themselves.

Previous writing on album covers generally rests on the level of art and design
commentary. (Graham Marsh’s [1991] work is notable in this genre.) Borgerson and
Schroeder’s conceptual orientation consists of consumer culture, communications
studies, and advertising. They discuss album cover photography and graphic design,
as well as historical context, as they (p. 1) summarized it, “to illustrate how LPs pro-
vided listeners with guides for becoming more culturally confident, cosmopolitan,
and sophisticated.” Album covers did not simply package vinyl records; they told
intricate stories about the social and symbolic world to which the records invited the
listener. For example, Atlantic Records placed Jackson Pollock’s abstract impression-
ist painting, White Light, on saxophonist Ornette Coleman’s LP, Free Jazz in 1957.
The listener was presented with several related and contemporary aesthetic plea-
sures that marked them as sophisticated individuals who appreciated modern visual
art as well as smooth jazz. When a guest was present, the listener was encouraged to
make the album cover available for the guest’s perusal by placing it strategically on
the Eames-designed coffee table.

Borgerson and Schroeder organized their book into two main sections that they
refer to as “home” and “away.” The chapters in “home” discuss topics such as simply
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being at home, modern art and design, music for gracious living, the dinner party,
and music for Hi-Fi living. The albums in the “home” section are, to me, the most
interesting in the whole book—being the ethnographer at heart that I am. These
albums truly celebrate the mid-century values of the upwardly mobile, middle class
family. The chapters also display, if not always explicitly, gender inequality in Amer-
ican culture. For example, the MGM High Fidelity album, The Perfect Background
Music for your Home Movies, by the Metro Strings, shows the classic middle-class
family: dad in a jacket and tie, mom in a tasteful red dress, junior in a t-shirt boyishly
on the floor, and sis in a modest dress and red shoes. They are watching home movies
in a new-concept family room, Donna Reed style I might add. Another album from
RCA, I Married an Angel by Hill Bowen and his Orchestra, posits a young bride in an
elegant pale pink bridal dress with angel wings, sitting up on a pedestal as her beam-
ing new husband, in a black tuxedo, offers her a small bouquet. One of the songs on
the album is, appropriately, “I’ll never be the same.”

The chapters in “away” discuss topics such as burgeoning vacation airlines,
honeymoon destinations, fashionable travel destinations such as New York City
and Cuba, “new” destinations to be promoted such as Paraguay and Jamaica, and
Americans’ growing fascination with space. Design Records’ Holiday in Havana by
Noro Morales and his Orchestra, provides “dance music that’s as modern as the
Sputnik and accepted at the Debs Ball… the College Prom… The Country Club...
and your own living room and den” (p. 232). Like most of the albums discussed in
the book, this album’s liner notes provide details about its cutting-edge Hi-Fi sound,
“spectra-sonic-sound” in this case, as well as meticulous information about the
recording process, microphones, mastering techniques, and other production details.
This technical talk is clearly directed to the primary consumers of LPs—adults—and
serves to separate them from the teenage music fans who prefer their inexpensive
and unbreakable forty-fives (see also Kotarba 2013).

As enjoyable and insightful Designed for Hi-Fi Living is, it is not written as a
symbolic interactionist or sociological book. I say that not as a criticism but to clarify
the point that it is a fine piece of cultural criticism. A more sociological approach,
especially one adhering to symbolic interactionist values, would be curious about
the way the audience(s) for the albums interpret them and use them in everyday
life. Generational and ethnic contrasts would be interesting to explore. Anecdotally,
one might speculate that the primary audience for the albums would be pre-baby
boomers, who are now approaching their eighties. For them, the world of big bands
and crooners defined pop music. Baby boomers who are now approaching their
seventies would see big bands, crooners, and LPs as adult pop music. Baby boomers
picked and chose certain features of the album world, especially love songs and
ballads not well provided by the emerging rock “n” roll idiom (think: Theme from
Summer Place by Percy Faith and Motown). For the youngest generations of music
fans, I would strongly suggest they read Designed for Hi-Fi Living as a great—and
very visual!—medium for exploring a critical period of modern, American
society.
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But, I will refrain from telling Borgerson and Schroeder how they should have
written their book. Instead, I proudly use my copy as a coffee table book. I leave it
out for guests to see, curiously pick up, love the pictures, identify with the material,
and enjoy the authors’ clear and precise text. Be sure to buy the hardcover version
so you can do the same.
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