[bookmark: _Toc95761433][bookmark: _Toc101985126]CHAPTER 4:  On the shelf: Photographs and records
In 1977, around the time of the emergence of the personal computer, American researchers Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton [footnoteRef:1] launched a large-scale research project aimed at examining the significance of objects in people’s lives. Their study drew on concepts from material culture research, which emphasize the links between the objects that occupy a central place in our everyday environments and individuals’ personal identities and social relationships.] [1: Csikszentmihalyi and Halton, The Meaning of Things.. ] 

As part of the project, the researchers conducted in-depth interviews with 82 families in the Chicago metropolitan area, involving a total of 315 men and women from different generations. Participants were first asked to describe the home in which they lived—beginning with its exterior, then moving to a detailed account of the objects within it. They were subsequently asked to identify the objects that were most dear to them, including those they would choose to rescue in the event of a fire. Interviewees were then asked where these objects were kept, why they were meaningful, and to what extent their loss would undermine their sense of self.
Consistent with findings from related studies, the research demonstrated that the attribution of meaning to objects is ultimately a deeply personal process, and that similar items may carry markedly different meanings for different individual. 
Alongside books, which occupied a central place in this context, two of the objects mentioned by participants more frequently than others were vinyl records and family photo albums. These two objects, which emerged during the nineteenth century, came to occupy a significant portion of leisure time in Western societies within just a few decades. Interaction with both is based on direct and sustained touch: people sort and organize their photo albums by hand, leaf through the pages, and carefully position each photograph in its place; they remove records from their sleeves, place them gently on the turntable, and lower the needle with care onto the record’s surface. These actions are not merely technical but constitute a sequence of embodied gestures that generate emotional attachment, a sense of control, and a feeling of continuity.
The tactile dimension of these objects contributes to their perception as possessing both material and symbolic stability. Unlike digital objects, whose location is fluid, interfaces are constantly changing, and dependence on external technological infrastructures is high, vinyl records and photo albums exist as bounded and clearly defined entities: they are stored in a fixed place, can be physically grasped, and are encountered within a clearly delimited time and space. This stability allows memory to anchor itself in a concrete object—one that can be returned to repeatedly without fear of sudden alteration, deletion, or disappearance.
Today, digital substitutes exist for both objects, offering convenience, accessibility, and everyday usability, but at the cost of weakening the connection between touch and memory. When memory is mediated through screens, shifting interfaces, and remote storage, it largely loses the material anchor that enables it to stabilize and endure. In this sense, relinquishing touch also entails relinquishing part of the stability that allows memory to become integrated into personal identity.
For this reason, both are associated with technologies that were once thought to have emerged from the depths of obsolescence, yet in practice continue to occupy a place of honor within the leisure culture of the third decade of the twenty-first century. In the contemporary media environment, they serve not only members of the baby-boomer generation, often perceived as struggling to adapt to technological change, but also Generation Z, who were born into a culture of screens—a fact that may point toward one of the key directions in the ongoing evolution of media ecology.
The systems of production and distribution that support these media have succeeded in creating productive symbiotic relationships between the old and the new, incorporating digital components without allowing the material media themselves to be absorbed, diluted, or forgotten. This chapter therefore tells their story as a case through which to examine how legacy media persist, adapt, and maintain their distinctiveness within a screen-saturated communicative environment.
A History of Family Photography
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton described family photographs as objects that do not necessarily function as sources of “essential information about the past[footnoteRef:2],” but rather as constellations of what they termed “diffuse emotional memories.” The primary role of such photographs is not narrowly documentary, but relational and existential: they provide their owners with the assurance that they are loved, remembered, and situated within a network of meaningful relationships. The authors further emphasized that the meanings attributed to family photographs are often deeply personal—meanings that may convey little or nothing to others and may be largely unintelligible outside the biographical contexts in which the images were produced and preserved. [2:  Csikszentmihalyi and Halton, 153 ] 

When photography entered the media ecology of its time, it came to occupy—contrary to its original scientific purpose—the same cultural niche previously filled by portrait painting. Like the painted portrait before it, family photography offered a means of representing identity, belonging, and memory, but did so through new technological means that dramatically expanded access to, and participation in, practices of personal and familial self-documentation.
In Western societies, photography was initially adopted by members of the upper classes. Prior to its emergence, they relied on the services of painters to document significant moments in their lives. With the advent of photography, however, a new option became available: the considerable sums previously spent on portrait painters could now be redirected toward professional photographers, or, alternatively, toward the purchase of a personal camera. Over time, members of less affluent social groups were also able to afford visits to professional photography studios, typically for the purpose of documenting and preserving ceremonial events of particular significance in family life, such as engagements, weddings, and births.
In 1885, approximately sixty years after the invention of the first camera, the inexpensive and easy-to-use Kodak camera was introduced in the United States by Kodak[footnoteRef:3]. Within a short period, people could purchase a camera for $25—and later for as little as one dollar—send the camera with the exposed film back to the company, and receive printed photographs along with a newly loaded roll of film in return. The mass marketing of the camera quickly transformed it into an almost essential household possession in Western countries. From that point onward, anyone, at any time and in any place, could preserve fragments of their past for the future. Parents thus began to document their children in a wide range of situations, marking developmental milestones, family vacations, and family gatherings—all of which became part of a private visual archive designed to stabilize memory, identity, and intergenerational continuity. [3:      The company’s campaign, “You press the button – we do the rest,” distilled the core of its innovation: the transfer of technical complexity from the user to the system. The slogan resonated both with the cultural fascination surrounding the “button revolution” (see Chapter 1) and with the capitalist principle of efficiency, which seeks to minimize effort and accelerate processes through division of labor and industrialization.
] 

Certainly. Below is a carefully edited academic translation into English, preserving the historical detail and theoretical tone: The popularity of the camera was accompanied by the rise of the family photo album. In its early form, the album consisted of thick cardboard pages bound in an ornate cover, to which paper family photographs were affixed. In 1854, the Carte de visite appeared—a miniature personal photograph format measuring approximately 6 × 10 centimeters—specifically designed to fit into a dedicated album. This format quickly gained widespread popularity, and its circulation became global. By 1861, the British financial press had coined the term “Cartomania” to describe the phenomenon, reflecting the intense enthusiasm shown by members of the British aristocracy, led by Queen Victoria, for the new invention.
Over time, the photo album became a widely shared cultural object, and its form and status evolved accordingly. Whereas early family albums were bound in thick leather and sometimes secured with metal clasps—features that positioned them within the European Christian household as objects whose symbolic value rivaled that of prayer books and hymnals—subsequent decades saw a shift in their material presentation. As the consumer base expanded, Kodak began marketing photo albums with thinner, simpler covers, priced affordably and accessible to a broad public.
These albums also allowed for the addition of extra pages, enabling them to grow in size and weight as memories from an expanding range of life domains accumulated. They came to include not only documentation of major family events, but also records of the acquisition of material possessions, as well as trips and vacations shared with friends and relatives. The relative ease with which photo albums could be organized, combined with the steadily increasing volume of photographs, contributed to the consolidation of social norms that encouraged the purchase, maintenance, and continual updating of a family album—norms that gradually became taken for granted as part of everyday domestic life.
Toward the end of the twentieth century, the world shifted from analog to digital photography. This transformation was so profound that, by the third decade of the twenty-first century, the general term “photography” most often refers to images captured on a smartphone or with a digital camera. Although in its early phase—following the introduction of the digital camera in 1994—a dedicated device was still required for taking photographs, a requirement that to some extent preserved specific contexts in which photography was originally intended for deliberate documentation, the new technology was already beginning to undermine the judgment that had long governed photographic practice: deciding what was worth photographing.
In the analog era, such judgment was shaped, among other things, by the inconvenience of purchasing film, submitting exposed rolls for development, paying separately for each photograph, and allocating physical storage space for the resulting prints. Digital photography, from its very inception, offered efficient solutions aligned with ideals of productivity, convenience, and efficiency. It made it possible to take hundreds of photographs on a single memory card, store thousands of images on a computer, and eliminate the development stage altogether.
As noted, toward the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, another major and dramatic shift took place—this time in the contents of people’s pockets and bags. This shift, of course, involved the integration of cameras into mobile phones. Within a short period, this innovation severely undermined the market for standalone digital cameras. In 2016, approximately 1.5 billion smartphones equipped with cameras were sold worldwide—twenty-three times the total number of film cameras ever sold, and thirteen times the total number of digital cameras sold[footnoteRef:4]. [4:   Gartner, “2017-02-15-Gartner-Says-Worldwide-Sales-of-Smartphones-Grew-7-Percent-in-the-Fourth-Quarter-of-2016.”] 

At the same time, there was a sharp and sustained decline in the use of dedicated digital cameras, as users increasingly turned to the cameras embedded in mobile devices. Between 2010 and 2020, global sales of digital cameras fell from 121.5 million units to just 15.2 million[footnoteRef:5]. As a result, in 2020 Olympus, one of the world’s most established camera producers, announced that after 84 years of manufacturing film and digital cameras it would shut down its camera production line entirely[footnoteRef:6]. It was preceded by Kodak, the iconic manufacturer of photographic film and cameras, whose sales had collapsed to a fraction of their former peak. In 2012, the company declared bankruptcy, marking the end of an era of dedicated photographic devices[footnoteRef:7]. [5:   Richter, “Infographic.”]  [6:    Narioka, “Olympus to Exit Camera Business After 84 Years.”]  [7:   De la Merced, 2012; Mullally, “Shake It like a Polaroid Picture.”] 

There is little doubt that photography via mobile phones has come to dominate nearly every corner of the contemporary media ecology. Everything is photographed through them—from family rituals and public events, to intimate moments and the routines of everyday life—domains that were never previously considered legitimate subjects of photographic documentation. The immense popularity of smartphone photography is evident in the fact that as early as 2016, Americans captured approximately 85 percent of their photographs using smartphone cameras[footnoteRef:8]. [8:   Richter, “Infographic.”] 

According to data published by Parents Zone, a British parent in the second decade of the twenty-first century who sought to document their children from birth to age five took an average of 973 photographs.[footnoteRef:9]. This intensive documentation represents only a small part of a much broader obsession with recording virtually every aspect of life—an obsession that has come to characterize entire societies[footnoteRef:10]. [9:   Parents Zone, “Today’s Children Will Feature in Almost 1,000 Online Photos by the Time They Reach Age Five.”6]  [10:  Mathies, “This Isn’t the End of Printed Photos, It’s the Golden Age.”] 

According to various sources, the total number of photographs taken worldwide reached approximately 1.7–2 trillion in 2017, compared with about 80 billion in 2000—a thirty-onefold increase relative to the number of photographs taken in 1990. These figures illustrate not merely a technological shift, but a profound transformation in the scale, pace, and cultural meaning of the act of photography itself[footnoteRef:11]. [11: ] 

ertainly. Below is a polished academic translation that preserves the analytical flow and conceptual framing of the paragraph:
At the same time, a profound shift occurred in the ways photographs are stored. Alongside photo albums, which initially absorbed part of the growing volume of digital images, a wide range of storage solutions rapidly emerged. At first, photographs were stored on memory cards within digital cameras or mobile devices themselves, and were later uploaded online. With the expansion of the internet and the rise of social networking platforms in the second and third decades of the twenty-first century, images were not only stored but also widely shared on personal and family Facebook pages and across a variety of other social media platforms.
This process marked a transition from relatively limited and tangible forms of local storage to distributed, continuous, and dynamic modes of storage, in which the photograph ceased to be a closed and stable object and instead became a mobile unit of information—one that can be copied, shared, and circulated with minimal constraint.
What is the significance of these clear and unequivocal changes for the ways in which we sensorially experience personal and family photography, and how does the digital world challenge our perceptions and modes of engagement with it? To address these questions, it is necessary to step back and focus on two of photography’s core functions: remembering and sharing.
Remembering involves the cultivation of autobiographical memory. Through photographs, individuals can return to and narrate their personal stories, organize their pasts, and establish a sense of continuity and identity over time. Sharing, by contrast, entails moving the visual narrative beyond the photographer’s immediate private sphere—presenting it to external audiences or using photographs to complement, reinforce, or extend the story one seeks to tell about oneself, one’s family, and one’s world.
Indeed, when respondents in the study conducted by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton were asked to sort the objects in their homes into different categories, 27 percent associated photographs with their “personal memories,” while another 26 percent linked them to “interaction with the immediate family.” The authors further emphasized that participants ranked family photographs first in both object lists[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Csikszentmihalyi and Halton, The Meaning of Things 1] 

Photographs, they went on to explain, constitute the primary means through which individuals preserve memories of close relationships with their family members. Their very existence helps ensure that such memories are not erased and that they can continually be reconstructed at any given moment. Naturally, memories as abstract entities are not stored in media; rather, they are activated at the moment of encounter with media artifacts such as photographs. The importance of these artifacts is profound, as illustrated by the response of one participant who was asked to consider the possibility of losing photographs. He replied that although he was not materialistic by nature, merely contemplating the loss of his photographs—or other important objects—brought him to tears[footnoteRef:13]. [13:   Csikszentmihalyi and Halton, The Meaning of Things p 68 ] 

Personal and family photographs are therefore not merely elements within an individual’s private thoughts and intimate memories, but also social resources used to facilitate interaction with others—for sharing, for connection, and no less importantly, for expressions of pride and belonging. Such interactions can take multiple forms: a photograph hung on a wall or placed on a desk; some leaders, for example, make a point of displaying photographs of their family members in their offices and even sit beside them when addressing the nation.
The placement of a framed photograph or a family album in one of the home’s public spaces transforms it into a conversational medium. Any member of the household can take the album from the shelf, leaf through it, show images to others, and engage in conversation around them—with family members or with casual visitors. In this context, the photograph functions not merely as a visual object, but as a catalyst for interaction, storytelling, and shared interpretation.
The public role of photographs is also especially evident in mourning rituals across different religions and cultures. In such gatherings, images of the deceased are given public visibility, and family members and friends are invited to share memories and stories associated with them. In this way, the photograph becomes a central medium for processing loss, preserving memory, and constructing a collective identity around the person who has passed away.
What unites the full range of interactions with photographs is touch. American scholar Gillian Rose, who in a study published in 2004 interviewed new mothers about photographs of their young children, described how many of the mothers felt a compelling need to physically touch images of their children[footnoteRef:14]. “They searched through the pages of the album and extracted a particular photograph. They peeled back the protective layer covering the image and lifted it, ostensibly to see the subjects more clearly, and in doing so actually touched them. The intensity of this tactile engagement, Rose showed, reflected the intensity of the emotions the mothers felt toward the photographs. She used this observation to explain “Throwing away a photograph would be like throwing away (part of) tbe child, as Sharon said explicitly[footnoteRef:15] .” [14:     Rose, “‘Everyone’s Cuddled up and It Just Looks Really Nice.’”.]  [15:   Rose, “‘Everyone’s Cuddled up and It Just Looks Really Nice.’”.] 

The need to touch and to preserve thus justified, in the mothers’ own eyes, the considerable effort they invested in caring for photographs. Rose recounts how she was taken on tours around their homes to see the images: “I was taken  around every house to see photos on display, and in all but three cases I was shown many albums of photos as well, and sometimes boxes too"[footnoteRef:16]. [16:   Rose, “‘Everyone’s Cuddled up and It Just Looks Really Nice.’”.] 

Even mothers who were clearly exhausted by the intensive demands of caring for young children made a point of photographing even the smallest events, sorting images into those deemed more or less worthy, carefully writing dates on the photographs, thinking through storage solutions, and ensuring that pictures were sent to relatives. Mothers who felt unable to keep up with this range of tasks, Rose reports, experienced guilt for failing to live up to the ideal of being a “good mother,” precisely because they were not devoting sufficient time and attention to the photographs.   "Every mother except one I spoke to was also either making a photo album or planning time in the future to make one; going through photos and putting an album together was seen as time-consuming and therefore difficult, but also as necessary and pleasurable"[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  Rose, “‘Everyone’s Cuddled up and It Just Looks Really Nice.’”.] 

The mothers in Rose’s study did not reach for smartphones—these devices had not yet entered their world—and yet they already struggled with an abundance of meaning and a deep sense of obligation attached to photographs. Moreover, they held the images in their hands, stroked them, and displayed them to others; touch, physical presence, and the ability to show a photograph were integral to the experience itself. Even then, the growing number of images generated emotional and practical strain: the need to photograph, sort, preserve, organize, and present. This raises a pressing question: how do people today cope with the contemporary curse of abundance—with an overwhelming volume of photographs, each of which may carry deep significance for its owner and for those around them?
When we take seriously the display value and social role of photographs, a more fundamental question emerges. How are we to live with a situation in which a screen goes dark, a battery runs out, or—worse still—a server crashes and images vanish? Such vulnerabilities sharpen the contrast between the photograph as a material object, always available for touch, display, and conversation, and the digital image, which depends on fragile technological infrastructures and shifting conditions of access. In this light, the renewed interest in instant-developing cameras such as Polaroid, as well as the growing popularity of printed photo books made from digital images, can be understood as direct responses to these anxieties—renewed attempts to stabilize memory, meaning, and visibility through older media forms that have learned how to bridge the digital and the analog worlds. These questions lead us to a broader discussion of the contemporary digital condition and invite a reconsideration of how people seek to hold on to their memories in an age defined by abundance, fluidity, and technological uncertainty.

Separating the Grain from the Chaff: The Return of the Polaroid Camera ראש הטופס
A young man and woman in their twenties, fair-haired and light-eyed, sit in the same room. He is bent over his computer; she sits on the sofa, scrolling through her smartphone. After a moment, she stands, walks over to the half-open window blinds, and gazes outside with a distant, dreamy look. He lifts his head from the screen and watches her. She does not notice.
He rises, picks up a Polaroid camera, and moves toward her. Their eyes meet briefly. Light enters the camera, and the image is formed—through a process that feels almost bodily—and gradually her portrait emerges. He hands her the photograph. She pins it to a simple wooden board, alongside other images.
In this quiet, unassuming gesture, another photograph joins the collection: a material object, immediate and tangible, something that can be held, displayed, and folded into an ongoing story of memory and presence. [footnoteRef:18]  [18:    Polaroid, Polaroid Now - Real Connection.
] 

eneath the video appears the following caption: “If you stop and think about it, our lives are built by moments. Moments that can change your life, and everyday moments that create your life. In today’s world, there’s not much time to appreciate what’s in front of us. Everything feels temporary and disposable. Nothing is around long enough to move us, to make us feel connected. We create beautiful tools to ground you in the here and now.”
This brief piece of promotional language does more than introduce a product. It articulates a broader cultural diagnosis: a sense that contemporary life is defined by speed, impermanence, and disposability, leaving little room to linger over what is present. Moments pass too quickly to take hold; objects vanish before they can matter. Against this backdrop, the promise to “ground” users in the here and now positions the Polaroid camera not merely as a device, but as a response to a perceived loss of duration, attachment, and connection—an attempt to restore weight and presence to fleeting experience.
The changing meaning of the Polaroid camera within the digital media ecology is already hinted at in the video and its accompanying text, but it becomes even more apparent when viewed alongside another film—one produced in the mid-1960s. In this earlier film, the emphases are entirely different. Set to the rhythm of fast, percussive music, viewers are shown the process of loading and operating a Polaroid camera. The sequence unfolds through brisk, efficient, tightly choreographed movements, while an energetic voice-over provides technical information[footnoteRef:19]: [19:  Throwback, Polaroid Colorpack Commercial (1965).
] 

Polaroid introduces a color model of the famous Pack Camera—at half the price of the original.
The same grey film. The same fast loading. The same electric eye.
You get the same beautiful color in sixty seconds, and black-and-white in the same large format.
Placed side by side, the two films point to a striking shift: from an emphasis on speed, efficiency, and technical innovation to a contemporary language centered on grounding, presence, and emotional connection. The Polaroid camera remains the same object, but the cultural work it is asked to perform has been fundamentally redefined.
The Polaroid camera rapidly gained popularity because instant development fundamentally redefined ideas of speed and efficiency. Yet this advantage was short-lived and effectively vanished with the arrival of the first digital cameras. The consequences for the company were severe. In 2008, Polaroid stopped manufacturing its proprietary instant film. From that point on, the camera survived largely in the hands of a small group of devoted photography enthusiasts.  
Two figures emerging from the same community of photography enthusiasts—one a professional who had lost his job, the other an entrepreneur—recognized that the near-total dominance of digital media was, paradoxically, an excellent catalyst for a camera that offered an alternative. Such a camera made it possible to preserve the one-time nature of the photographic act, as well as the ability to distinguish meaningful images from an undifferentiated abundance of pictures. The combination of their skills and this shared insight led to the launch of a venture they called The Impossible Project—an effort aimed at returning Polaroid cameras to the photographic market. 
The two initially invested substantial resources in restoring the production lines for instant film. Later, as demand grew, the camera itself was brought back into production. Supported by a sophisticated public-relations campaign, interest in Polaroid—and in parallel instant-photography models[footnoteRef:20]—steadily increased. By 2026, the global Polaroid market is estimated at approximately $2.99 billion, and it is expected to grow to about $5.87 billion by 2033[footnoteRef:21]. These figures do not merely reflect commercial success, but signal the consolidation of a distinct niche within a media environment otherwise defined by abundance, speed, and ephemerality. [20:  like in the past, the revived Polaroid was not alone. Fujifilm had already been marketing its Instax camera for nearly two decades. First introduced in 1998, after Polaroid’s key patent expired, Instax combined instant printing with a playful, youth-oriented design and became Polaroid’s primary competitor.
]  [21:  6 “Data Insights Market, “Polaroid Printer Market’s Evolutionary Trends 2026-2034.”
] 

Moreover, when viewed through the lens of the third decade of the twenty-first century, the audiences of Polaroid cameras and their contemporary imitations appear to consist primarily of younger populations—those commonly referred to in research as Millennials and Generation Z[footnoteRef:22]. Paradoxically, many of those who grew up immersed in digital technologies are now seeking forms of balance, not only in their everyday lives but also in the media they choose to engage with. This observation should not be conflated with a simplistic notion of nostalgic longing for a pre-digital world. [22:  Data Insights Market, “Polaroid Printer Market’s Evolutionary Trends 2026-2034.”] 

Nostalgia is indeed a recurring theme in contemporary discourse, often linking the renewed use of older cameras to the purchase of vintage radios or oversized alarm clocks[footnoteRef:23]. Yet the distinctiveness of the Polaroid camera lies in the fact that it is not merely another vintage object placed on a shelf for decorative purposes. Rather, it is an artifact endowed with both practical and symbolic significance—one that continues to be actively used in everyday life, offering an alternative way of engaging with photography, time, and memory. [23:    674:2  Bowman, “Why Do Gen Z Have a Growing Appetite for Retro Tech?”
] 

A first indication of this can be found in the fact that, unlike vintage items whose primary purpose is the preservation of their original material form, Polaroid cameras in the third decade of the twenty-first century differ markedly from the models sold some sixty years ago. The contemporary camera is characterized by a rounded appearance and a design aligned with the spirit of the twenty-first century, and it even includes the option of remote control via a dedicated app. In other words, it does not represent a pure expression of longing for a bygone era.
Further evidence emerges from the way the camera’s functions have been reversed in the contemporary context—as suggested by the two advertisements discussed here and as indicated by research based on in-depth interviews. In this research, a recurring connection emerged between camera owners’ use of Polaroid cameras and the ways in which they perceive themselves and their surroundings. The interviewees’ statements can be grouped under shared themes that link the use of these cameras to various aspects of physical touch—touch that enables users to disengage from the saturation of digital media, to slow down, and to feel focused on moments perceived as important.
Thus, for example, one interviewee articulated this explicitly:
“You have to take your time because you only have eight shots per pack, so you slow down and really think about your shots and your composition"[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Vukojević, Jovana, and Piero G’Kar Manuel Castagnola Zamudio. “Beyond Nostalgia: Understanding Gen Z’s Motivations for Using Polaroid Cameras.” 2025. https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:hj:diva-68191.
] 

Another interviewee described, in a similar vein, going out into the street with the camera as an event in which everything unfolds at a different pace. Other participants connected their interaction with the physicality of photographs to human connection: they spoke about using the camera at parties and special occasions such as birthdays, about handing photographs to others, about pinning them to a wooden board—like the one shown in the advertisement—and about shared tactile engagement with the images as a meaningful social practice.
This is the point at which Polaroid cameras intersect with another hybrid artifact—one that emerges as a direct outcome of the digital media ecology: the photo album printed from online images. It, too, has become one of the defining hits of the third decade of the twenty-first century.
Memory Durability in the Digital Age: The Return of the Printed Photo Album
Personal photographs invite touch. Gillian Rose devoted several sentences in the study discussed earlier to describing mothers who extract a photograph from its place in order to show it to others. They tell its story and run their fingers over it, feeling that what they are holding is more than a piece of matte or glossy paper—almost a living person. It was for this reason that they were alarmed by the very idea of throwing a photograph away.
All of this has been taken from people precisely in an era in which it is possible to photograph almost without pause. Images that remain on smartphones or are uploaded online cannot be touched. Moreover, to some extent they are handed over to an opaque entity: ownership is partial, and despite all assurances and restrictions, it is not always clear who will view them. There are also considerable concerns that they may ultimately be lost forever.
From a historical perspective, it appears that people were troubled by this no less—and perhaps even more—than by the unlimited capacity to take photographs. This concern preceded the return of instant-developing cameras to the media ecology, since already at the beginning of the millennium professional printing of individual photographs from the web began to emerge. This market gradually developed into a broader industry of prints intended primarily for display—on canvas fabrics, T-shirts, mugs, and even cakes. Within this expanding field, the market for photo albums has flourished; it was valued at approximately $3.59 billion in 2024 and is expected to grow to $4.75 billion by 2030[footnoteRef:25]. [25:   ltd, Research and Markets. “Photobook And Album Market - Global Industry Size, Share, Trends, Opportunity, and Forecast, 2020-2030F.” Accessed February 7, 2026. 
] 

Large companies around the world, such as the American firm Shutterfly and the British company CEWE, are considered leaders in an industry that does not merely provide a technical service of high-quality printing. They also develop and market a wide range of graphic tools and ready-made storytelling templates that users can employ to modify and design their albums so that they express something personal before being sent to print. In other words, while the Polaroid camera seeks to articulate a personal statement against the digital, in the case of printed photo albums the symbiosis between the “personal” and the digital is far more pronounced.
However, the popularity of photo albums printed from online images is not due solely to their design qualities. Their primary role appears to lie in safeguarding the survival of human memory, and their very existence functions as a form of ongoing care for growing anxieties about forgetting. In a reality marked by an overload of information that rapidly fades from consciousness, printed photo albums represent—both practically and symbolically—what people do not wish to be forgotten.
A look at the audiences of digital photo albums reveals a broad and diverse range of uses. Alongside the wedding album—one of the few contexts in which there remains, worldwide, an almost normative expectation to produce a printed album—one finds Millennials and members of Generation Z making extensive use of photo albums for personal expression and gift-giving, as well as young families seeking to document significant milestones in their children’s lives. This tendency is reflected, among other things, in specially designed photo albums bearing titles such as “The First Year.”
At the same time, more established families, interested in constructing and presenting a sense of family history, create albums of the “This Year in Review” type, which bring together a wide array of events—both mundane and exceptional—from the course of a family’s year. In an age saturated with digital images that circulate quickly and are easily forgotten, such albums offer a way to anchor memory and secure it against the risk of disappearance in the endless flow[footnoteRef:26]. [26:  At the same time, more established families, interested in constructing and presenting a sense of family history, create albums of the “This Year in Review” type, which bring together a wide array of events—both mundane and exceptional—from the course of a family’s year. In an age saturated with digital images that circulate quickly and are easily forgotten, such albums offer a way to anchor memory and secure it against the risk of disappearance in the endless flow.see 
Shutterfly, Broken Arm.

 .16-17 Petrelli and Whittaker, “Family Memories in the Home” 16-17.
] 

.Beyond this, it appears that the struggle is broader and touches on the very nature of the digital rulers of the media ecology in the third decade of the twenty-first century: the tendency of online digital content—including photographs—to simply disappear. This disappearance is not material in nature, but rather the result of a complex set of technical and organizational circumstances—such as changes in the methods used to encode and decode digital bits, the collapse of companies that operate servers or storage infrastructures, cyber warfare, or technical failures.
Similar concerns also emerged in the study by Daniela Petrelli and Steve Whittaker[footnoteRef:27]. Many respondents explained that, for them, a screen does not serve as a substitute for the object itself. Digital documentation, they argued, conveys a sense of limited durability: “It doesn’t always seem like it will keep working,” one participant noted; “it feels ephemeral—I don’t think we can keep things on a computer for the long term,” said another. Some respondents therefore chose to print their photographs, while others attempted to compensate for the perceived lack of durability of digital images through various backup strategies. As one participant put it, “I’m never sure that I’m choosing the right backup technology, so I also think about something tangible.” These respondents are not exceptional. In one study, 71 percent reported being concerned about what might happen to the personal information they store electronically, and 73 percent believed that storing information in physical form is a preferable way to preserve it over time[footnoteRef:28]. [27:  Petrelli & Whittaker, 2010  ,
]  [28:  PEW, “The State of Privacy in Post-Snowden America.””] 

These concerns, of course, are not limited to photographs alone. Anxiety over the loss of digital information is widespread. The phenomenon of link rot—situations in which links lead to empty pages, incorrect destinations, or error messages—poses a serious challenge for both institutions and private individuals. In most cases, this results from the closure of companies that provide storage services, server failures, or various technical glitches and bugs.
In the realm of photography, a series of high-profile cases has continued to fuel these anxieties. In 2019, MySpace announced that tens of millions of songs and personal photographs stored between 2003 and 2015 had been permanently lost.[footnoteRef:29]. This incident joined the loss of millions of additional images that disappeared after their owners failed to back them up properly on services such as Yahoo Photos and Flickr. [29:  See ABC News, “MySpace Accidentally Deleted All Your Old Songs and Photos.” Reports of digital image loss, albeit on a smaller scale, have continued to surface in the third decade of the twenty-first century. For example, in 2024 some Instagram users were notified that personal stories stored on the platform had been permanently deleted; see Maruf, “Instagram Just Permanently Zapped Some People’s Photos
 ] 

In early 2026, a technology entrepreneur attempting to organize his family’s computer entrusted the task to an AI-powered file management tool. What began as a routine cleanup quickly escalated when the system executed a terminal command that deleted an entire photo directory—more than 26,000 images documenting over a decade of family life. The loss was nearly permanent and was reversed only because a temporary cloud-recovery feature allowed access to files retained for thirty days. Unlike earlier platform collapses, this episode did not result from corporate shutdown or policy change. It stemmed from the automated execution of a command by an intelligent system operating with high-level permissions. The incident underscores a new structural risk: not merely that digital memories depend on platforms, but that they increasingly depend on autonomous systems capable of acting at machine speed, beyond ordinary human oversight[footnoteRef:30]. [30:   Desk, “He Told AI to Organise His Wife’s Desktop. Minutes Later, This Renowned Venture Capitalist ‘Nearly Had a Heart Attack.’” ] 

Printed photo albums thus join the Polaroid camera and printed documents in the human struggle to ensure the survival of knowledge and memory. By contrast, vinyl records—an artifact from the past that disappeared from the shelves of households in industrialized Western countries even before the rise of the digital world—have returned to those same homes in order to preserve the present and its special moments. 
ראש הטופס
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Owning the Sound: Vinyl Records and the Experience of Listening
In the list of “the most important objects in people’s lives” presented in the seminal study by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton (1976), another noteworthy item appeared alongside family photo albums: many of the residents of the Chicago area who participated in the study ranked their stereo system as the most important object in their lives.
A closer look at the reasons provided by respondents reveals that the motivations behind these preferences differed in kind. Photographs were associated with the desire to preserve the past and to share experiences with others. Listening to music, by contrast, was perceived as an activity directed almost entirely toward the self in the present moment—toward an individual’s wish to distance themselves from the pressures and disruptions of everyday life. Thus, for example, one interviewee, a police officer by profession, described himself as leading an intense and high-stress life and explained that music placed him in a different state of mind: “I love listening to music. I’ve been doing it for many years, and I would be lost without it. It’s my way of calming myself.”[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, 71] 

The respondents in this study, conducted in the 1970s, were not troubled by questions concerning the quality of music, its availability across different locations, or—most notably—ownership of playback devices. As the years passed and listening technologies multiplied, these questions gradually became increasingly central. For decades, vinyl records—purchased in record stores or received as gifts and listened to at home—were the undisputed rulers of the musical media ecology.
In the final quarter of the twentieth century, vinyl records were gradually pushed to the margins, only to reemerge in the middle of the second decade of the twenty-first century, when they returned to prominence as part of the commercial packages released by major pop music stars, most notably Taylor Swift. The story of vinyl’s decline and subsequent resurgence—driven by a sustained examination of the shortcomings of the digital alternative—thus constitutes another chapter in the ongoing story of material media within digital reality.
In its original form, before it became associated with material media, the experience of listening to music was inherently ephemeral. The renowned philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel argued centuries before the advent of the record that listening to sound stands in contrast to viewing the material visual arts, since interaction with sound—by virtue of its immateriality—elevates human beings beyond any existing spatial framework[footnoteRef:32]. Greek philosophers, too, celebrated music’s lack of tangibility, regarding listening to it—unlike viewing sculptures or paintings—as a genuine expression of leisure. Under no circumstances, they maintained, could the act of listening be translated into material utility of the kind that characterizes working life.[footnoteRef:33]    [32:   G. W. F. Hegel, as cited in Bartmanski and Woodward, Vinyl: The Analogue Record in the Digital Age, 30.]  [33:   Grazia, Of Time, Work, and Leisure.] 

  However, this idealization of the experience of listening to music does not align with historical evidence, which suggests that the one-time, ephemeral nature of listening also turned it into a practice of social distinction. Historical studies document the listening halls of the eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century as meeting places for members of the aristocracy, who attended concerts and opera houses not only in order to listen, but also—perhaps primarily—to affirm their social status: to see and to be seen[footnoteRef:34]. [34:  Johnson, Listening in Paris.] 

The emergence of records made it possible to bring music into the home and to transform listening into a leisure practice among the middle classes, who initially regarded it as an expression of good taste[footnoteRef:35]. Later, as also shown in the study by Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, home listening technologies came to function as a means of rest and recovery after work. [35:  Weber, Music and the Middle Class.
] 

In the closing decades of the twentieth century, new portable music-listening devices appeared. Some of these, such as the compact disc, simplified the listening process and eased the slow and cumbersome act of placing a record on the turntable; others—such as the tape recorder and the Discman—eliminated the need to remain within the domestic space altogether. These technologies made it easier for young people to develop distinct musical cultures of their own. Piles of discarded vinyl records left on the streets testified to the public’s response to these innovations, and only a small number of users continued to consume them.
Most prominent among these were disc jockeys (DJs), who competed with one another through the size and distinctiveness of their record collections. They developed the language of scratch—a distinctive form of tactile interaction and friction that produced what has been described as “a combination of authenticity and knowledge.” Working alongside punk artists and a small number of professional musicians, these DJs sustained a limited industry of so-called white label records, produced for niche audiences of professionals and devoted enthusiasts of high-quality sound[footnoteRef:36]. [36:   By the late 1990s, vinyl records had largely disappeared from the mass market. Major industry players halted production; for example, Sony, which had produced hundreds of millions of records annually in the 1960s, shut down its vinyl pressing operations in the late 1990s. See Glenn Peoples, “The True Story of How Vinyl Spun Its Way Back from Near-Extinction.”] 

During the 2000s, the analog alternatives to vinyl records were themselves pushed aside by two new ways of consuming music anywhere and at any time: downloading songs and creating playlists. Both practices eliminated the sensory experience of ownership that had been one of the defining features of material playback media such as vinyl records, cassette tapes, or compact discs.
There is, however, a crucial distinction between these two alternatives. Downloading songs and albums from the web—when done selectively and with deliberation, and in many cases involving payment—still preserves a clear distinction between what is “mine” and what is “not mine.” Playlists, by contrast—based on subscription access to vast musical catalogs such as those offered by Spotify or Apple Music, which allow listeners to hear an almost unlimited number of songs and albums for a fixed fee—largely dissolve this distinction altogether.
Within a short time, playlists displaced both digital downloads and most analog alternatives, becoming the dominant force in the musical media ecology[footnoteRef:37]. But not its exclusive rulers.  [37:     According to data from the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA), digital downloads accounted for approximately 43 percent of U.S. recorded music revenues in 2012 but had fallen to around 2 percent by 2024. In contrast, streaming services represented roughly 84 percent of industry revenues in 2024, generating nearly $15 billion. See Plesa, “Vinyl and CDs Have Officially Killed Digital Downloads, and Everyone’s Cheering.”

] 

he criterion that ultimately decided the struggle for primacy between analog and digital alternatives—the compact disc, downloads, and streaming services—was efficiency. Historical accounts suggest that this one-dimensional value focus created an opening for an alternative that embodied a different set of values, an opening that vinyl records, together with their producers and audiences, came to occupy. The opening shot was fired with the launch of Record Store Day, an event that framed listening to and purchasing vinyl records as a communal experience. First held in California in 2006, and featuring the participation of well-known acts such as Metallica[footnoteRef:38], the event brought together record enthusiasts and proved far more successful than anticipated[footnoteRef:39]. It generated unprecedented momentum, leading to an 85.8 percent increase in vinyl record sales between 2006 and 2007, followed by an additional 89 percent increase in 2009[footnoteRef:40].  From that period through the middle of the third decade of the twenty-first century, the vinyl record industry has remained commercially viable and has continued to expand, albeit at a far more moderate pace[footnoteRef:41].—although, at the same time, both the content of records and the composition of their audiences have changed in dramatic ways. [38:  Metallica’s participation is noteworthy. Just a few years earlier, the band had been at the forefront of the legal battle against Napster, opposing the rise of digital file sharing that helped pave the way for streaming culture. Their later involvement in Record Store Day thus highlights the shifting dynamics of the music industry in the early twenty-first century.

]  [39:  According to Nielsen SoundScan data reported in Wired, U.S. vinyl record sales increased by about 15.4 % in 2007 compared with 2006, marking one of the first measurable upticks in a format long considered in decline. 

]  [40:   According to Nielsen SoundScan data reported by Lucas Mearian, U.S. vinyl record sales increased from approximately 858,000 units in 2006 to 990,000 in 2007, and then rose to 1.88 million units in 2008—an increase of nearly 90 percent between 2007 and 2008. Lucas Mearian, “Back to the Future: Vinyl Record Sales Double in ’08, CDs Down,” Computerworld, January 6, 2009 .
]  [41:    According to RIAA data, 43.6 million vinyl units were shipped in the United States in 2024, up 1 percent year over year. At estimated retail value, the format generated approximately $1.44 billion.. Smith, “US Music Industry Revenue Grew 3.3% in 2024, New Report Says.”
] 

Whereas at the beginning of the millennium vinyl releases consisted primarily of recordings by veteran artists, marginal performers, or so-called white label records, and their audiences sought out rare pressings or what was perceived as “high-quality” sound, in the second and third decades of the twenty-first century vinyl has also become a format for mainstream artists in every sense of the term. These records are often bundled together with digital alternatives and are explicitly marketed toward younger audiences.  
Evidence of the changing offerings of today’s vinyl record industry can be found in the Canadian Billboard chart of the ten best-selling vinyl albums of 2023. The data show that the list is dominated almost entirely by mainstream pop artists, led by Taylor Swift, whose vinyl editions—among them 1989 (Taylor’s Version)—sold tens of thousands of copies, by a wide margin over the rest. Alongside her appear albums by other mainstream artists such as Olivia Rodrigo and Lana Del Rey. At the same time, the chart includes only a limited presence of musical classics that characterized the vinyl market until recent years, such as The Dark Side of the Moon by Pink Floyd. Entirely absent from the list are jazz recordings or experimental indie releases—genres that dominated vinyl content at the beginning of the millennium[footnoteRef:42].  [42:   Farrell and Trapunski, “The Top 10 Best-Selling Vinyl Records and CDs of 2023.”
] 

Another dramatic change, as noted, is evident in the profile of vinyl record consumers. In the past, these audiences included, among others, audiophiles—most often professionals such as DJs—who argued that vinyl records produce a richer sound, closer in quality to the original recording, and that the music they deliver feels fuller. It was also claimed that the analog format more faithfully captures the “creative moment[footnoteRef:43].”   [43: Bartmanski and Woodward, Vinyl., 17. ] 

By contrast, in the second and third decades of the twenty-first century the audience is predominantly young and highly diverse in terms of musical knowledge and expertise. What, then, are “digital natives” seeking in this relatively expensive hobby[footnoteRef:44]? The answer lies in the ritualized practices of purchasing, playing, and listening, as well as in the experience of ownership associated with the vinyl record itself [44:  e average retail price of a vinyl record in the United States rose from approximately $29.10 in 2022 to an   estimated $32.30 in 2026 and is projected to continue increasing in the coming years. By comparison, a monthly subscription to a major streaming service costs just over $10. Futuresource Consulting, Vinyl Market Outlook Including Manufacturing Analysis.] 

Audience and Its Desires
A few years ago, the president of the college where I teach invited me to an introductory meeting in his office. I told him about the book, and he responded with enthusiasm, adding, “You have to see something.” He opened a cabinet door, pulled out a crate of vinyl records, and placed it on the table. “I’ve made it a habit,” he explained. “Every afternoon I ask not to be disturbed, lock the door, and listen.” His fingers drifted lightly over the records. “Do you know what this is?” he asked, pointing to a record by The Beatles, on which a few sentences had been handwritten in English. Then he added, “Wait until you hear the story of how I got it.”
My interlocutor articulated, in just a few sentences, two of the central explanations that recur in research and interviews on contemporary vinyl consumption. Each of these aspects constitutes, in its own way, a reflective response to digital reality and to the restless pace of everyday life—one in which nonstop streaming music plays a significant role in shaping daily routines. What is at stake here is, on the one hand, the experience of ownership associated with the record, and on the other, the experience of listening in all of its dimensions.
Ownership 
A survey conducted in 2022 by Luminate, formerly Nielsen Music[footnoteRef:45], found that only about fifty percent of vinyl record buyers have a turntable available to them. In other words, roughly half of those who purchase records do so without having a convenient means of playing them. An analyst at Statista[footnoteRef:46], seeking to make sense of this unusual finding, cross-referenced it with data from  IFRI survey [footnoteRef:47],designed to examine motivations for purchasing records. Conducted across 22 countries, the survey asked respondents to rate their level of agreement with a series of statements concerning listening to music on vinyl. Four of the six statements that received the highest levels of agreement were directly related to the notion of ownership itself. The leading statement—selected by nearly half of all respondents—was:“I like physically to own music.” [45: In Luminate’s survey, 36 percent of respondents agreed with the statement “I like the ritual of playing a vinyl record,” followed by 28 percent who agreed with “I like immersing myself in a full album.” Luminate, Vinyl Market Outlook Including Manufacturing Analysis.”]  [46:  Richter, “Infographic.”]  [47:  ] 

The survey data thus provide clear evidence that, for a substantial portion of buyers, ownership of the record itself matters at least as much as—if not more than—the act of listening. A series of interviews conducted by researchers at the University of Auckland with devoted vinyl enthusiasts deepens this picture and lends it a more personal and tangible dimension.
Several respondents described the meaning of record ownership in distinctly emotional terms. David (44), for example, referred to his record collection as “my most precious possessions.” Phil (38) went even further, stating: “I’d never trade them [my vinyl]. I’m hoping to be buried with them,” and added that he would never throw a record into the trash; at most, he would exchange it at a secondhand record store.  In a similar vein, another respondent connected listening to records with childhood memories. Mike (45) explained that although he now lives with his family in a home of his own, he keeps a large record cabinet at his parents’ house because of the memories associated with it. As he put it:
“If there’s a physical artefact I can build a whole set of memories and recollections. If it’s a digital thing I don’t have those same – but then I’m not a Facebook guy so I don’t have that digital…”[footnoteRef:48]. [48:     Fernandez and Beverland, “As the Record Spins.”] 

Other respondents further sharpened the aesthetic dimension inherent in the encounter with the record as an object. Listening alone is not at the center; rather, it is the very act of holding it—the sense of its weight, its size, its material presence. Thus, for example, Ben (36) described the feeling that the object justifies its price: “feel like it is worth the £20, £30, or more that you paid for it.”
Others referred to the record sleeve as a work of art in its own right—one that unfolds to double its size when opened and invites slow, attentive contemplation. Music producer Tom Barker emphasized in another interview that the aesthetics of the record are an integral part of the experience of ownership. In an era in which one cannot physically touch or see one’s music, people seek its materiality and take pleasure in displaying the sleeve as a collectible item.
For this reason, records today are often released in thicker, heavier formats (180 grams), and considerable care is invested in sleeve design—the quality of the materials, the use of color, and the overall finish. The vinyl record grants music a substantial physical presence—approximately twelve by twelve inches—transforming it once again into an object that can be seen, held, and displayed[footnoteRef:49]. [49:  Wilde, “Rise in Vinyl Record Popularity May Be Here to Stay – The Cord.”7.] 

racker’s remarks, like those of the interviewees before him, sharpen the sense that the music itself becomes relatively secondary compared to the significance attributed to the record as an object. Although digital downloads and CDs also create, to some extent, a distinction between what is “mine” and what is “not mine,” the diminished multi-sensory experience they offer does not allow them to differentiate themselves as collectible objects in the way vinyl records do.  1302 
Rituality
Alongside the experience of ownership, vinyl records survive in the contemporary media ecology also because of the ritual dimension of their purchase and use. In the survey conducted by Luminate, which demonstrated the importance of ownership in the decision to buy records, many respondents linked this consumer practice to a distinct ritual experience[footnoteRef:50]. Purchasing and playing a record are not perceived merely as means of consuming music, but as part of a structured process—defined by specific times, spaces, and modes of conduct that differ from those associated with everyday music consumption. [50: In the same IFPI survey, 36 percent of respondents agreed with the statement “I like the ritual of playing a vinyl record,” followed by 28 percent who agreed with “I like immersing myself in a full album.” Bayley, “IFPI Releases Engaging with Music 2022 Report.”
] 

David, one of the participants in the University of Auckland study, sharpened this point when he remarked: “The song is not just a song. It’s the grooves that you’re playing.”
hind these terms lie practices unique to physical media. Some view the acts of purchasing and listening themselves as a personal or social ritual. In the case of vinyl records, the ritual dimension serves as a mechanism of differentiation—it separates everyday, flowing, and boundless listening from a bounded, attentive, material encounter with music. Karen Fernández of the University of Auckland noted: “People love not only the record itself but the whole process of purchasing and using vinyl records, which involves other people[footnoteRef:51]  .” [51:  Gratton, “Why Vinyl Is Making a Comeback.”] 

Her remarks resonate with those of Yuval Yavne, a record collector, who wrote in his blog: “[...] there were pilgrimages to the ‘Faz’ store, another shop specializing in imported records, which sometimes required a special trip to find an album that could not be obtained elsewhere... The entire bus ride back was filled with anticipation. It allowed one to engage with the material side of the record—to turn it over and absorb every detail of the sleeve artwork"[footnoteRef:52]. [52: Yavne, “I Am Dismantling My Record Collection.”. ] 

These observations also apply to special purchasing events such as Record Store Day, celebrated annually in the United States and in many other countries during the month of April. After helping to reignite the vinyl industry as a whole, the event continued to grow and became a large-scale cultural and marketing phenomenon[footnoteRef:53]. It attracts primarily young—and often very young—audiences[footnoteRef:54] seeking contemporary music as well as limited editions released specifically for that day. Customers arriving at the stores encounter DJs performing on site and artists appearing on stages inside and around the shops, reinforcing its character as a shared event rather than a simple transaction. [53: In the United States, more than one million vinyl records were sold on April 20, 2024, the date of that year’s Record Store Day, and over one hundred exclusive releases sold out completely. In 2024, 46 percent of the event’s vinyl buyers were under the age of 35, including 16 percent between the ages of 13 and 17. See Muratore, “Record Store Day 2025: Get To Know Its Vinyl-Buying U.S. Audience | Luminate.  

]  [54: ] 

Alongside the personal and social rituals associated with purchasing a record, the act of listening itself becomes a ritual in its own right. It requires setting aside time and attention: removing the record from its sleeve, cleaning it, carefully placing the needle upon it, and remaining near the turntable in order to flip the side. What may seem inconvenient from a digital perspective is experienced by vinyl enthusiasts as part of the pleasure itself.
Tony, a participant in the University of Auckland study, described the experience vividly:
[. . .] it looks great when you open it [the sleeve] up, you look through it, you look at all the, all the liner notes and then you pull the record out and yeah, often it is some sort of beautifully coloured piece of shellac and yeah it is just a great, it is a whole, then you listen to it. You pick up the record and you can see the grooves and you can see the songs and the tracks and where they start and where they end and how long they are going to go for. And then you put it on the thing [record player] and you watch [. . .] and you put the needle on and you watch the record spin. It spins [. . .] its very visual. It’s this visual aspect that’s really cool[footnoteRef:55]. [55:   Fernandez and Beverland, “As the Record Spins,”] 

Record store owner Steve Correntnel captured this dimension when he remarked: “The action creates a sense of imagined participation in the creative process—something inconceivable to someone who grew up in internet culture and listens to music at the click of a button"[footnoteRef:56]  . [56:   Henshall, “Is Vinyl Still Relevant in the Digital Age?”] 

From a broader perspective, clear parallels emerge between the dynamics identified in the case of vinyl—ownership, ritualization, and heightened materiality—and wider patterns within the media ecology of the third decade of the twenty-first century. The picture that emerges from the discussion of records suggests that various paper- and plastic-based media products used in leisure culture are not disappearing; on the contrary, some are acquiring a more distinguished and differentiated status than they held at the beginning of the digital age. This broader view offers several overarching explanations for the phenomenon.
First, the dimensions of stability and differentiation that characterize paper- and plastic-based media grant them advantages over their digital counterparts. For example, photographs taken with a Polaroid camera compel the photographer to select only meaningful moments; printed photo albums ensure the durability of the content they contain. The fixity and distinctiveness of printed newspapers create the sense that the news they present represents the “last word,” and that what appears in print has been vetted by authorized gatekeepers. Printed books and vinyl records allow for a clearer distinction between what is “mine” and what is “not mine,” thereby supporting both the internalization of belonging and the outward expression of the owner’s identity.
Second, there exists a successful yet varied symbiosis with digital alternatives. While printed books and newspapers preserve their distinct physical form and do not alter their basic structure, producers of photo albums printed from online images have enthusiastically embraced digital content. In a reversal of McLuhan’s famous dictum, the new medium here becomes the content of the older one. Contemporary vinyl records also differ physically from those of the past: in recognition of the importance of their material presence in contrast to the digital alternative, they are manufactured in heavier weights and designed in a wide range of colors.
Third, marketing and branding practices. Printed newspapers are presented as premium products and as prestigious magazines, marketed alongside the digital alternative rather than in place of it. Music artists likewise release digital and non-digital editions of new albums simultaneously, as part of a broader consumption package. Printed books benefit from the renewed branding of bookstores and from engagement with BookTok communities, while manufacturers of Polaroid cameras began promoting the revived camera online even before it was actually released to the market.
These marketing and branding strategies sharpen advantages such as stability and differentiation, positioning paper- and plastic-based media as value-added alternatives within an ecology dominated by the digital. Marketing thus becomes part of the adaptation mechanism through which paper and plastic media adjust to a digitally dominated environment—an adaptation that highlights their distinctive strengths precisely through their encounter with it.
The notion that material media belong to the past rests on a linear assumption of technological progress: the new displaces the old, and the old disappears. Yet the ecological history of media suggests otherwise. This holds true in the digital age as well: producers and manufacturers have accurately identified the shortcomings of a digital world characterized by temporariness and constant flow, and have offered older alternatives that foreground stability, tactility, and differentiation—alternatives that have become an established part of the contemporary media landscape. The long-term evidence of their success, together with the fact that the audiences of some of the technologies discussed here are predominantly young, indicates that this is neither a passing trend nor a nostalgic attachment, but a cultural phenomenon whose trajectory still lies ahead.
With this, the discussion of media associated with leisure and emotion comes to a close. Yet the questions raised here are not confined to the realm of hobbies and personal preferences. The next chapter turns to a seemingly different arena—the world of formal education—and examines how issues of stability, durability, and differentiation emerge even in a domain where reading and writing were long expected to become fully digital.
If, in the chapters on leisure, we saw how paper and plastic shape memory, identity, and experience, the educational sphere will reveal the extent to which they continue to play a similar role within a space often perceived as rational, efficient, and thoroughly computerized.
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