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			Ways of Listening is a love letter to music, a sharp analysis of our current cultural reality, and a joyful celebration of the artists who keep creating against all odds.

			How has the internet changed the way we listen to, and love, the music that shapes our lives? Award-winning musician Rollie Pemberton (Cadence Weapon) interrogates our current musical landscape.

			Music occupies a curious place in modern life, somehow omnipresent and disposable at the same time. Computers have democratized song creation. There is more music being produced now than at any point in human history, and streaming platforms are the ultimate distribution model for this vast bounty. But streaming relies on an algorithmic discovery system that guides the user’s choices and encourages them to listen passively to the company’s curation, while also dissuading the listener from searching for music and developing their own taste. Streamers offer meagre royalties to artists on their platforms, largely devaluing music in the public sphere. And social media companies have taught a whole generation of young listeners to perceive music as merely background noise for content.

			This all adds up to a bleak landscape for the true fan, but there’s another way. Pemberton delves deep into his own music discovery process to present a gentle reminder of another path for the contemporary music lover. He explores the obsession with the “mysterious artist” archetype, studies Charli xcx’s groundbreaking Brat album rollout, assesses the magic of demo recordings, breaks down the Kendrick Lamar–Drake beef, and examines AI’s struggle to understand italo disco’s strange balance of classic and cringe.
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			Introduction

			When my memoir Bedroom Rapper came out in 2022, it was a relief to get my story on the page. Writing that book was about speaking my truth as a musician, sharing what it was like growing up Black in Alberta, and chasing my hip-hop dream against all odds. That aspect of Bedroom Rapper connected with the audience that I hoped it would: young aspiring musicians, people from the Prairies, and folks nostalgic for the early 2000s Canadian music scene. So much of the writing process for that book was about setting the record straight around my experiences working with my first label and management. Reliving all the ups and downs from the early years of my career was painful but cathartic.

			What I didn’t expect was how much readers responded to parts of the book that weren’t specifically about my music career. I received so much positive feedback about the moments when I would zoom out and share brief histories of hip-hop, grime, and trap music; when I would wax poetic about obscure Canadian bands and Montréal’s underground club culture. For those who primarily knew me as a musician, that side of the book was a pleasant surprise. So when it came time to decide what my next book would be, I felt a strong urge to dive back into music journalism.

			The streaming era has completely redefined what it means to listen to music. Wading through today’s oversaturated online landscape, we assess the numbers before we press play. Monetized social media has transformed music from a sacred communion with the spirits into the elevator music that you put behind your next reel. Music has been devalued by streaming platforms that have pushed artists to release more tracks at a faster rate, lest they be left behind by the algorithm. And music has been supercharged by new technology that allows you to create at the blink of an eye, but only if you’re willing to exploit the existing works of other artists. It was these circumstances that encouraged me to write a guide to our present moment for those who might not be aware that a different way of listening is possible.

			For as long as I can remember, I’ve been a human recommendation engine. I burned mix CDs for my classmates as a teenager and made suggestions to customers when I worked part-time at HMV in West Edmonton Mall. I reviewed rap albums for Pitchfork and started an mp3 blog out of my dorm room. I uploaded mixes via zip file to SendSpace so I could post them to my Facebook wall. I crafted detailed emails for my friend group with random albums I’d discovered that everyone needed to hear.

			I’ve always had a desire to share music with others, and I’ve always done so with meaning and specificity. Getting close wasn’t good enough. I tried to hit the bullseye on what people were looking for.

			The app companies and streaming platforms feel no such responsibility. We entrust our music curation to companies that offer playlist placement to the highest bidder, that lack the expertise to properly define a genre’s canon, that have a vested interest in keeping us on their app and make decisions about what to send our way accordingly. And as these platforms further insinuate themselves into our everyday lives, I worry that we might eventually lose our own skill of discernment by letting the machine make these choices for us.

			I wrote Ways of Listening as a love letter to the more intentional and deeper way of listening to music that I grew up on, one that is slowly being forgotten. It’s for the kids who never got the chance to experience a listening station, where you would rip open a CD, sit on a stool, and soak in an album. Throughout the book, I’ve highlighted some artists who have successfully navigated today’s changing music landscape and broken down exactly what they’ve done to wrest back control from the system that musicians currently struggle against.

			But it’s also a book that looks to the future. If you’re reading this years from now, I hope that it provides you with a retroactive glimpse of what it was like during a pivotal point for music culture. To listen on your own terms is a radical act in the streaming age, one that goes against lean-back listening, the algorithm, the stream farms, the exploitative apps, and the corporations that exist to profit from it all.

		

	
		
			A Digger’s Guide

			Picture a record store in your mind. What do you see? Maybe there are flyers advertising local club nights on the wall. A person with a band t-shirt might be silently judging you from behind the counter. Music is undoubtedly playing, in your AirPods and from the overhead speakers. Sauntering around the shop, you might take a cursory glimpse at the new arrivals, lightly flipping your way through the racks. Your time spent in the store is probably brief. You ask about a particular release that you’re looking for, make your way to it, and for most, that’s where the journey ends.

			For the diggers of the world, that’s just the beginning. To us, different sections of the store seem to be glowing, as if the room were filled with items from a ’90s point-and-click adventure game. We might actually start on the ground, beneath the record bins. That’s where the dollar records and 12-inch singles are often kept, a treasure trove for those with abnormal levels of patience and dedication. We’ll pull up a milk crate, sit down, and go to work. The real sickos go straight for the 45s, those 7-inch discs routinely ignored by most shoppers, despite being notorious for holding non-album cuts and rare samples and for playing at a louder volume and sounding better than LPs.

			My digging instincts have turned me into the go-to person for everyone in my life when it comes to assessing and finding music. The parent of my kid’s play gym pal asked me to help them discover some Kaytranada-adjacent tracks for when they jog around the neighbourhood. My old friends tapped me to provide the soundtrack for their wedding. The library in my hometown invited me to curate a selection of local artists for a compilation.

			Digging for records runs in my family. My father, Teddy, was a radio DJ in Edmonton. I grew up around the library of music that he would play over the airwaves. He passed away when I was a teenager, and I have always been touched by how my mother, Michelle, has continued to take care of and add to the record collection that he left behind. As my concrete memories of him as a person fade over time, my concept of what a “Teddy record” is still remains. Those records are his legacy. They’re all that we have left of him.

			Ask me what I did two weeks ago, and I’ll likely stare at you with a glazed expression. But if you looked through my record collection, you could easily chart out the path of my life: the trip to Barcelona where I found Li Garattoni’s synth-jazz odyssey Find Out What I’m Dreaming, the rare copy of Ebony Game by Guy Cuevas that I snagged at a Toronto record show, or that time when I accidentally stumbled into Idle Moments in Bethnal Green and left with a copy of the Italian synth-pop group Radar’s self-titled 1982 album, one of my most coveted grails.

			Even the price stickers and markings on the record covers themselves tell a story, detailing each used record’s individual journey as if they were stamps on a passport. DJs of the past marked their favourite tracks as well as the tempo of a song by hand on record sleeves before digital technology made that unnecessary. The messages etched into the runout grooves of records by mastering engineers are a secret language that can reveal the provenance and age of a particular pressing as if they were rings on a redwood.

			At Kops Records on Danforth in Toronto, I picked up a promo copy of Ian Pooley’s “Roller Skate Disco,” and there was a highlighter-orange Virgin Music Canada press release from the ’90s inside the sleeve urging DJs to play the single by comparing it to Daft Punk, Air, and the Chemical Brothers. I once bought a classic Detroit house record at Hello Records, flipped it over, and saw that it had a woman named Janice’s phone number scribbled on the white record sleeve in red ink.

			In 2016, my friend Roxanne drove me out to legendary Québec disc jockey Robert Ouimet’s cottage in Roxton Pond, an hour and a half east of Montréal, so that I could interview him for a Red Bull Music Academy feature about Montréal’s disco scene. Ouimet passed away in 2022, and on a recent trip to Montréal, digging at Death of Vinyl, I thumbed through some records that were stamped with “D.J. Robert Ouimet.” I remember us passing by the friperies and casse-croûtes on our pilgrimage to meet this iconic figure who paved the way for Canadian club culture. Seeing his name on those records brought the memories flooding back.

			In the digital music era, a slice-of-life moment like that no longer factors into the equation. It has become paramount that we take control of our listening habits in the algorithmic age. Music is a natural resource that the industry has tried to control and exploit in vain. Tech companies are desperate to unlock and monetize the secrets behind this art form that has rules and theory to govern it yet remains as unruly and wild as a gull cresting a sea squall. Music is a communion with the spirits, an ever-growing oral history that binds us together as human beings. It’s important to remember that it’s not just a product.

			What we often gain from algorithmic recommendations is a shallow understanding of any given scene or genre. I can’t count how many times I have looked at a Spotify-generated playlist for a specific genre and seen it populated with totally incorrect or irrelevant songs and artists. I worry about the impact this could have on young music lovers who might not go beyond absorbing what is served up to them by these apps. It feels like music’s version of fake news, clickbait playlists designed for maximum streamability with no regard for how they might alter the perception of music history in a permanent and erroneous way.

			Spotify has encouraged the homogenization of contemporary music by deprioritizing anything that could be considered challenging. TikTok has trained a generation of young people to think of music as a backdrop for content. So much of what now hits these platforms is designed to inspire uninterrupted, frictionless, passive listening. We risk a bland existence if we only accept recommendations that have a capacity for smoothness.

			Many tout the broad spectrum of music available on streaming platforms as one of their primary benefits, but I believe that logic is somewhat flawed. When I DJ, some of the most floor-filling records in my crate are the ones that have never been found on the apps. Others exist in a quasi-legal grey area, composed of uncleared samples or released on defunct labels. Streamers and diggers are likely to hold drastically different perspectives on music history.

			In Frank Broughton and Bill Brewster’s now-antiquated 2003 guide How to DJ Right: The Art and Science of Playing Records, there’s a short and still-timely section entitled “Luddite Lament” in which they bemoan the nascent emergence of digital music, worrying that we might start taking our sudden unlimited access for granted. “When everything is easy to find, can anything be rare or special?” they ask. “A vinyl collector might spend years on the trail of a rare record, all the time building up its importance and learning about its creator. By the time he finally owns it, he has the respect and understanding to go with it.”

			Music journalist Liz Pelly touches on Spotify’s deleterious role in altering music’s past, present, and future in her essential book Mood Machine: The Rise of Spotify and the Costs of the Perfect Playlist. The app’s recommendation engine promotes “a weird data-refracted version of music culture” that is “a top-down version of culture branding itself as a bottom-up version of culture.” Through its genre playlists, Spotify presents itself as an authority, perfectly comfortable with being perceived as the final word on the musical canon.

			In the same way that we ascribe personal meaning to a mixtape made for us by a cherished friend, we reward Spotify with our loyalty and our dollars when it occasionally gets something right. But how would you feel if you learned that that same friend had taken money in exchange for getting a song placed on the mix that they made you? You’d likely lose trust in them after that, right? Spotify’s Discovery Mode is just that—a payola-like marketing tool that allows artists and labels to make their songs more likely to be featured in algorithmic recommendations like Radio, Autoplay, and Mixes in exchange for a 30 percent commission on the streams generated by the placements.

			This means that whenever a recommendation on Spotify is presented to us as if it is purely based on our listening habits and what the app thinks that we would personally like, there’s a high probability that paid sponsored content is being snuck in there, justified by a disclaimer in the fine print. Pelly uncovered through internal documents that Spotify foresees “30–50% of all recommendations on-platform will be influenced by Discovery Mode” in the future.

			The unwelcome return of pay-for-play isn’t the only problem with the streamers. In the New Yorker review of Pelly’s book, Hua Hsu suggests that Spotify features “a sizable chunk of the history of recorded music.” This is an oft-repeated idea, particularly by the app’s boosters, who might declare, “Why would I pay ten dollars for each album when I could pay the same price for everything ever made?” But imagine actually knowing with certainty that you personally had access to nearly everything that has ever come out, the boxes stacked from floor to ceiling filled with crystallized history?

			In 2008, Pelly’s sister and fellow journalist Jenn Pelly visited Paul Mawhinney’s Record-Rama Archive in Pittsburgh, what was considered the world’s largest collection of recorded music before it closed that year, in a piece for Rolling Stone. “People come in here once in a while, and they ask for a song, and my eyes light up and I feel like I’m part of the human race,” said Mawhinney from the dank, windowless confines of Record-Rama in Sean Dunne’s 2008 short film The Archive. (That year was a transitional time for a music industry that was reeling from piracy. It was also the year that Spotify launched.)

			A Library of Congress study determined that 87 percent of Mawhinney’s collection, which housed over three million pieces of vinyl and a computer database with over six million song titles, wasn’t available on the internet at the time that the film was made. Strictly talking about music that came out between 1948 and 1966, only 17 percent of what Mawhinney collected was ever even available on CD! Some of the stuff at Record-Rama was literally priceless.

			The Archive is a lovingly nostalgic look back at what, at the time, felt like a dead medium. It concludes with the familiar sound of surface noise from a needle scratching across the runout groove after a record has ended. Dunne’s film commemorated Mawhinney’s struggle to find a buyer who could take over the collection. He could no longer maintain it himself, due to complications from diabetes and being legally blind. It’s hard to quantify what was at stake with the potential loss of Mawhinney’s massive collection, what songs and voices were at risk of being truly forgotten forever without intervention. Brazilian entrepreneur Zero Freitas swooped in to purchase the Record-Rama collection in 2013, bringing his personal collection to over eight million records.

			It’s impossible to ascertain how many songs have been recorded and released over the course of human history. In a 2014 profile of Freitas in the New York Times, a record buyer who worked for him named Allan Bastos estimated that “up to 80 percent of recorded music from the mid-20th century has never been transferred” to digital formats, particularly records from nations such as Cuba, Nigeria, and Brazil.

			At press time, Spotify and Apple Music each claim to host over 100 million songs. But neither of the platforms has Song, the 1990 sophisti-pop record by Liverpool band It’s Immaterial, one of many quality albums that have eluded streaming for various reasons. De La Soul’s first six albums weren’t digitally available until 2023, due to sample clearance and licensing issues, depriving an entire generation of easy access to several landmark hip-hop albums.

			Formerly known as Mos Def, Yasiin Bey released his Grammy-nominated masterpiece The Ecstatic in 2009. A vibrant, politically incendiary salvo that has lost none of its potency in the intervening years, it’s currently not available on streaming platforms. Your only options for listening to The Ecstatic today are a user-uploaded YouTube playlist, illegally downloading it, or finding a physical copy. Having owned the album on vinyl since it was released, I was shocked to learn that copies of that same original pressing were recently going for over eight hundred Canadian dollars apiece on Discogs. The album’s absence from streaming has unexpectedly burnished its reputation in the real world, giving The Ecstatic a somewhat legendary aura.

			In a 2019 interview with Vibe, Bey alluded to the situation: “The ownership of that album has come out of the hands of the corporation that owned it, previously. That’s why it’s not there anymore.” On an episode of The Cutting Room Floor podcast from 2024, Bey explicitly stated that The Ecstatic will never return to Spotify “because what they do over there…is an extension of colonialism.”

			During a visit to the Drink Champs podcast in 2022, Bey explained his aversion to putting his releases on streaming by saying, “We’re not here to just bow to make things convenient for people per se…We’re not gonna let the machine set the pace for us.” Bey’s resistance is admirable. His Madlib-produced collaborative album with Talib Kweli, Black Star’s No Fear of Time, was released that same year through a podcast platform called Luminary before eventually making its way to Bandcamp.

			For his still-unreleased collaborative album with the Alchemist called Forensics, Bey sold hats and lanyards on Bandcamp featuring “BUMP™ tag” technology that would provide “discounted access to the full Forensics project for digital replay upon its official release” when tapped by your smartphone. Kanye West, now known as Ye, initially released Donda 2 exclusively on a physical audio device called a Stem Player that he sold on his website in an effort to “free music from this oppressive system” and “take control and build our own.” Cindy Lee made a splash with the unconventional strategy of initially releasing their critically acclaimed album Diamond Jubilee exclusively on an old-school GeoCities website, eventually pressing it to vinyl. They’ve since removed their entire discography from Spotify.

			When Massive Attack, Godspeed You! Black Emperor, King Gizzard & the Lizard Wizard, Deerhoof, and Xiu Xiu left Spotify in protest of then-CEO Daniel Ek’s €600 million investment in military AI technology company Helsing in 2025, some folks were befuddled as to how to listen to these bands off the platform. As more groups inevitably join the exodus from Spotify, the idea of any platform having every song ever made becomes less and less likely.

			Unfortunately, not many listeners will make the extra effort to find a record that isn’t accessible to them through the channels that they’re used to. This is understandable with where we are as a society when it comes to engaging with music technology. According to a 2018 report by Bill Rosenblatt for Forbes, digital downloads “lasted for only four years as the leading source of revenue in the recorded music industry,” compared to a fifty-eight-year run for vinyl and a twenty-one-year run for CDs. Streaming swooped in and quickly “dispensed with the veneer of ownership entirely…for as long as you kept your subscription active.”

			The Guardian’s Alexis Petridis suggests that “streaming encourages a kind of decontextualised discovery…where historical context, image, subcultural capital—all the other stuff that was once part of the package—no longer really matters.” At the same time, Spotify has trained us to be less curious in how we engage with music by intentionally deprioritizing the search bar in its UX design updates over the years, likely hoping that we will default to its algorithmic playlists.

			With the technology claiming to aid music discovery currently falling short, I felt compelled to write a manifesto for digging to remind us all of what we’re capable of doing when we sharpen our own instincts. Ever since I was a teenaged record store clerk, I’ve found great joy in helping people find the music that they always hoped for but never knew how to find. I suggest that you employ some of the habits and attitudes of the digger in your everyday music discovery practice.

			The methods that I will outline for you here aren’t necessarily an easier way to find music. Unearthing and highlighting obscure tracks is a hard-won way of fighting for the underappreciated, which feels more politically salient than ever in a musical climate where the generic and the palatable are being platformed. My hunt for music feels like a crusade at times, but it’s a cause that I deeply believe in.

			What I do hope to encourage is less of a reliance on streaming by inspiring you to engage more frequently with physical media and lossless files, both of which keep you in full control of your music library. A rights owner can’t remove an album from your hard drive when the license changes hands. A tech company can’t stick a thirty-second ad in your face when you turn on your turntable. No one is going to charge you a monthly subscription to use your own vinyl collection (though tech companies absolutely would do this if they could find a way).

			The process will likely involve hearing a lot of songs that don’t resonate with you at all. Expect some frustration. But this experience will hopefully reconfigure your brain in a way that helps you to more deeply appreciate what you hear on a daily basis going forward, every cab ride or idle moment in a café enlivened by your newfound ways of listening. To truly improve your music listening practice, you need to rethink your entire relationship to the art form.

			When I’m in digging mode, I’m relentless. I’ll go to a used record shop and spend an hour or more to “clear” the entire place, making sure no corner has been left unturned. It makes me feel like I’m a bottom feeder scouring a seabed. In a good way. I find the process incredibly meditative. It’s something I do in every city when I’m on tour. And sometimes the smallest towns have the biggest tracks. I recently found a copy of “Lady Bug” by Bumblebee Unlimited at Zap Records in Kingston, Ontario. The vocals are all pitched up so they sound like insects who are courting each other in a cross-species romance. How on earth did this 1978 novelty disco grail end up in the Limestone City?

			Just as reading more books improves your vocabulary and can make your writing more evocative, listening to a broader variety of music can give you access to more specific moods. Early on in my DJ career, I might have played a Caribbean disco record simply because it sounded “tropical.” But after expanding my musical language by studying the genre on a deeper level for an extended period of time, I can now find something to play that sounds tropical and languid with a tinge of ennui if the situation calls for it.

			I’ve trained myself to be well equipped for any given moment, giving me more flexibility as a DJ and allowing me to consider more complex textural and emotional combinations when mixing songs together, like an accomplished chef using their advanced technique to cook a weeknight meal for their family.

			Whenever I bring home new records that I find on the road, my wife, Sara, and I will ask our toddler son, Yari, if he wants to hear his Record of the Day. He cheers and runs toward the turntable to be my assistant as I twist the needle back onto the tonearm. He’ll press the power button on our Pioneer SX-680 stereo receiver (over and over again, of course), and the sound bursts through the speakers into the living room as we all dance together. (Gathering around the Sonos for a Spotify jam session just wouldn’t hit the same.) He won’t get down to just anything though. Finding funky tunes that will pass the Yari Test has become a rite of passage for any 12-inch hoping to make it into my collection.

			The advice I give here is primarily coming from my perspective as a DJ. It can be helpful for breaking anyone out of an algorithmic rut, for reminding us how to take control of our listening after being lulled into technological acquiescence. I’d even argue that my methods for music discovery could be transferrable to hunting for anything, whether it’s vintage clothing or any other treasured object. Some of this will be familiar to the music nerds out there. DJs in particular may recognize some of what is written here through their own experience, but hopefully I can conceptualize and articulate these techniques in a way that will be enlightening to even the most jaded dollar-bin diver.

			For me, music discovery is a multi-pronged system. Look for new releases in your chosen genres on online merchants like Beatport, Juno Download, Bleep, and Boomkat. Follow your favourite artists and labels on Bandcamp, social media, and streaming apps so you get alerted to their new releases. For Bandcamp specifically, make sure to go through the collections of other users who bought the same tracks as you. Occasionally, you can stumble on the pages of people who you know in real life as well as professional DJs like Four Tet and see what they’re buying.

			Check out compilations and reissues in genres that you’re interested in. Watch DJs mix on online music platforms like Boiler Room, and learn more about what they played afterwards. I listened to this live mix by Midland from Honcho Campout where he unexpectedly dropped this really abstract remix of Björk’s “The Anchor Song” by the Black Dog. It wasn’t exactly in my wheelhouse, but it sparked the idea for me to go through every single remix she has ever commissioned. That’s how I came across the bugged-out trip-hop of the Motorbass “Transfunk” remix of “Isobel.”

			Listen to internet radio stations like NTS, n10.as and the Lot Radio. Join promo lists and record pools, services that you can sign up for to get DJ-ready music sent directly to your inbox. Connect with the community on Rate Your Music, and trawl through its exhaustive database. You can find some cool stuff by checking out its charts, such as user-generated ranked lists for obscure subgenres like “Complextro” and “Bongo Flava.” If you’re looking for a high-quality version of a song and can’t find it anywhere, try looking on Qobuz, a digital music store that claims to have “the richest catalogue of hi-res music for streaming and download.” Watch documentaries and films about your favourite genres and artists. Stay plugged into music press outlets.

			When searching for records, look for the appropriate genres for your location. If I’m in Paris, I keep my eyes peeled for French touch. In New York, disco and garage house should be plentiful. When I slide through Detroit, I’m likely to come across some techno
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