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Abstract

his article explores the possibility of music studies without a focus on ‘music
itself’, using a ‘thing-centred” approach to investigate the music subculture
of the ‘cut-out generation’ in 1990s mainland China. Seeking to demonstrate
the relationship between the materiality of the cut-outs anc% the subcultural
imaginary of the ‘cut-out generation) it approaches the cut-out subculture with
three main foci: the ‘thingness’ of the cut-outs as scrap materials, the defective
materiality of the cut-outs as music records, and the infrastructure of cut-out retail
business. After a brief introduction to the history of the cut-outs and the “cut-out
generation”, the first section studies the scrap business at the top of Chinese cut-
out industry and the rules by which the cut-outs were evaluated in this regime of
value. The second section investigates the cut-outs trajectory from a thmg to an
“object” with unique (sub)cultural use and meanings, focusmg on the typology
of physical conditions” on the cut-out market and the ritual of “cut-out repairing’
practiced by local consumers. The third section examines three types of cut-out
retail outlets: ground stalls, rented counters in public marketplaces, and record
stores, arriving at a peculiar “poetics” of the cut-out retail infrastructure marked by
its “shabbiness” and “primitiveness” and the subtle political tensions embedded in
the Post-Tiananmen context. The article concludes by arguing that the materiality
and “musicness” of the cut-outs were mutually dependent on and conditioned by
each other, and they joined together in articulating an affective response by the
“cut-out generation” to the time they lived in.
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