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For Art, whom music saved





That sense of absolute freedom, that sense of no direction but the greatest direction in the world, of being able to feel, I’m a part of this somehow.

—Sam Phillips, producer, on pursuing a life in record making









LINER NOTES

Listening to This Book

This book invites you to listen to many specific records. For the best experience, we recommend that you search for and listen to these records on a popular music streaming service such as Spotify, Tidal, Apple Music, Pandora, iHeartRadio, or Amazon Music. You can find a list of This Is What It Sounds Like records on the website we’ve created, ThisIsWhatItSoundsLike.com.





Overture

I CAN IDENTIFY THE EXACT MOMENT WHEN MY JOURNEY to becoming a professional music listener began. It was at a Led Zeppelin concert at the Forum arena in Los Angeles when I was twenty years old. Hundreds of concerts later, I’d still rank it as one of the best I’ve ever seen. Robert Plant was at the height of his fame as a rock god, mesmerizing the crowd with his vocals, while guitarist Jimmy Page, clad in a black silk suit embroidered with orange-and-crimson dragons, struck incendiary power chords.1 But as the concert approached the halfway point—the band still hadn’t performed classics like “Kashmir” and “Stairway to Heaven”—I realized that it was time for me to leave.

It broke my heart to go. Music was the truest source of passion and meaning in my life and the concert had lifted me to a state of pure rapture. But if I wasn’t home by ten-thirty p.m., there would be hell to pay. Not from my parents. My mother had died when I was fourteen years old, and I no longer lived with my father. I had dropped out of high school at age seventeen and married an older boyfriend, thinking that matrimony would be a quick ticket to security and independence. Instead, my marriage had become a trap of desperation and loneliness. My husband resented my attraction to music, and if I didn’t return home by his curfew, I would be met at the door with jealous wrath—or worse. So as Page launched into the acoustic arpeggios that open “Bron-Y-Aur Stomp,” I apologized to my bewildered friends and solemnly made my way to the exit.

I felt so powerless and low. All my life I had enjoyed an intense, irresistible, and what seemed like a necessary relationship with music—when I listened to music, every note felt important and every lyric felt true—yet I’d been intimidated into abandoning one of the most exhilarating musical experiences of my life to return to a place of isolation. Unexpectedly, defiance overtook me. I stopped in my tracks and, in dramatic Scarlett O’Hara style, leaned back, raised my eyes toward the rafters, and vowed, One day I will return to the Forum and mix live sound for an amazing band!

It was an utterly implausible vow. For starters, I wasn’t entirely sure what a sound mixer actually did, let alone how to become one. I couldn’t play an instrument. I didn’t sing. I didn’t know any musicians or anyone in the music industry. I stitched heart valves on a biomedical assembly line for a living. Yet this improbable musical fantasy had been germinating in the back of my mind ever since I’d seen a photograph on the back of a Sonny & Cher album when I was very young. It showed a man sitting in front of an elaborate console of knobs, buttons, and sliders. The label below him read, “Sound engineer.” When I saw this photo, I felt more than thought, He’s making records but not playing an instrument—maybe I could do that!

Not long after that Led Zeppelin concert, I decided to act on my vow. I divorced my husband and moved to Hollywood with less than a hundred dollars in my bank account. I persuaded a professional audio company to take a chance and hire me as an audio technician trainee. They taught me to install and repair the sophisticated electronic equipment in recording studios, the magical workshops where musical wizards made albums. Working as an audio tech wasn’t nearly as glamorous as making music—or mixing it, for that matter—but in a few years’ time it provided me with an intimate view of record making by talented artists such as Crosby, Stills & Nash, Jackson Browne, and Bonnie Raitt.

I admired all the artists whose music I was fortunate enough to serve, but my favorite kind of music was soul: performers like James Brown, Marvin Gaye, Al Green, and Sly Stone. And there was no question which artist was my favorite. The newcomer mowing down all the conventions of rock, pop, and soul: Prince. But Prince recorded his music elsewhere, and I knew that he wasn’t ever going to walk through the door of the Los Angeles studio where I worked.

Then one life-changing day in the early summer of 1983, I got a call from a former boyfriend who worked as chief tech for Westlake Audio, Michael Jackson’s chosen studio. In his thick Boston accent John said, “Yah dream job is waitin’ fah ya—Prince is lookin’ fah a technician!” Instantly I knew that the job would be mine. I had been a Prince fan from the moment I’d heard his first single, “Soft and Wet,” coming out of a boom box held on the lap of a young Black teen on the back of an east-bound bus crawling along Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. I had seen Prince a couple of times on tour and had all his albums. I also knew through the professional grapevine that he liked working with women.

His genre-bending sound and avant-garde profile made him a rare bird, an eclectic outsider to the folk-rock musicians surrounding me in Southern California. But the fact that I was one of a tiny handful of female audio technicians in the industry made me a rare bird, too. None of the more experienced technicians in Los Angeles were interested in taking the gig, because it required relocating to the Midwest, thousands of miles from the epicenter of the entertainment industry. I, on the other hand, was willing to leave everyone and everything behind, move to Minneapolis, and become the personal tech for the artist who meant the most to me.

Prince had just finished touring for his groundbreaking double album 1999. He was at an early point in his next record, and the first thing he needed me to do was install a new recording console in his home. That task took me about a week to finish, after which we began to have short exchanges. (Prince was famously taciturn, especially while working.) What little conversation we did have was about equipment and practical matters, but one day as I drove up to the gate outside his house I had Sly & the Family Stone’s “Thank You (Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin)” cranked up on my car stereo. I lowered the car window and pressed the button for the intercom. Prince answered … by singing along.

That might have been the first time he realized that he and I shared the same musical taste—that we “lived on the same street,” as he liked to put it. Perhaps that’s why after I finished installing the equipment, he unexpectedly invited me to sit in the recording engineer’s chair.

There’s a world of difference between an audio tech and a recording engineer. To use an analogy from the movie business: the recording engineer is like the cinematographer, while the audio tech is like the crewperson who repairs the camera. But Prince didn’t realize—or, more likely, didn’t care—that I had no experience in the art of manipulating sound. He trusted my technical knowledge and, somewhat audaciously, was willing to trust my ability to listen. For someone so determined to make her way in the music industry, it was an astonishing opportunity. I was learning to make records from one of the most original musical minds of his generation, hearing what he heard, listening through his ears. My first professional experience in the engineer’s chair helped me realize that all the happy hours I’d spent listening to records had supplied me with a rich mental framework for making musical decisions. Once an engineer masters the technical tools of the trade, the next step is to use those tools to make something she likes. My lifelong love—listening to records—helped me push sound around and arrive at something my new boss approved of.

The album we worked on in that basement studio was Purple Rain. It became one of the most successful and influential albums of all time, selling more than twenty-five million copies and earning Prince two GRAMMYs and an Academy Award. It stayed at No. 1 on the Billboard Top 200 chart for twenty-four weeks, tied for the sixth-longest run in history.

I accompanied Prince on the Purple Rain tour as a sound engineer, and one of our tour venues was the Los Angeles Forum. Though I wasn’t mixing sound at the “front of house” console, I had what I considered an even better gig: I was recording the show in a mobile audio truck parked behind the stage. This show would be captured for posterity, and I was in charge of it.

In most respects, this was a routine tour date. The light and sound systems were rigged and tested. The risers and stage props were placed. The instruments and microphones were set up, routed, and line-checked. All this was accomplished by the efficient hands of a well-trained road crew. But this particular tour date was anything but routine for me.

I went through the usual motions of my tasks: mic adjustment, gain staging, and meticulous sound sculpting during the band’s soundcheck. But all the while I could feel those rafters high above my head. I remembered exactly where I’d stood in the stands eight years before, when I’d made my impossible vow. Now it was coming true: I was a professional recording engineer working at the Forum for my favorite artist in the world.

A few hours before the show, I took the cassette from our soundcheck into Prince’s dressing room to touch base on some last-minute details. He was sitting alone at a makeup table. Although I rarely divulged anything personal to him, this moment meant too much to me to keep it to myself.

“Prince, I want to tell you something …”

He turned to me with an inquisitive look. I told him about my Led Zeppelin concert vow and capped off my narrative with what I hoped were plain words expressing a simple truth: “ … and I just wanted to thank you for making my dream come true.”

Prince was widely known as someone who avoided small talk and unnecessary personal conversations, preferring to share his thoughts in his lyrics. Whether in public or working with collaborators, he maintained a poker face to protect his artistry from the relentless distractions of stardom. I seldom saw the true, pre-celebrity Prince under this veil, but tonight was one of those rare moments. A broad smile lit up his face, expressing genuine joy at making my fantasy come true—and in his eyes I could recognize that he, too, was living out a dream. Nothing else needed to be said. This was one of our most resonant moments during four extraordinarily productive years together.

In time, I returned to Los Angeles and began working as an independent recording engineer. Soon, record labels and artists began to recognize that I had a good ear along with technical skills. My career took another step forward as I transitioned into the role of record producer. If a recording engineer is like a movie’s cinematographer, then the record producer is like the director, guiding performances, critiquing arrangements, and shaping the finished product to meet its artistic goals.

By the mid-1990s, I had become one of the very few successful female record producers in the profoundly male-dominated industry. (During most of my production career in the 1980s and ’90s, you could count on the fingers of one hand the number of women who worked exclusively in a production role.) I engineered, mixed, and/or produced music with a variety of artists, including David Byrne, Tevin Campbell, Rusted Root, Robben Ford, and Geggy Tah. I worked on gold and platinum albums, including co-producing the Billboard No. 1 hit “One Week” with Barenaked Ladies. I had reached a pinnacle of professional music listening: turning songs into records—the objects of listeners’ devotion and affection. Yet for much of my career, even though I was working closely with some of the most talented musicians in the business, in my private moments I often found myself asking an unsettling question.

Did listening to music actually matter?

Though I was well paid and consistently earned the respect of my colleagues, I felt there was an invisible line in the studio that I could not cross. In my mind, I remained “merely” a listener. I could often be swayed by what the musicians suggested, even when I held a contrary view, because I believed that my own musical opinions didn’t carry the same weight as a composer’s or performer’s. I embraced and cherished the role of record maker, yet during the more nuanced conversations of how music worked, I sometimes felt like a bystander.

My beliefs about the importance of listening did not change overnight, but I can trace the start of the shift to a memorable encounter with one of the most celebrated musicians of all time: jazz legend Miles Davis. Though it took several years to fully bloom, a germ of wisdom he planted would eventually transform my perspective on what music listening was ultimately all about—and lead me to write this book.

One day Miles was visiting Prince’s Minnesota home for dinner and to listen to a few of our works in progress. After they finished eating, they came downstairs to the studio, where I was waiting. Miles was standing with his back directly in front of me as he addressed Prince’s father, John Nelson, a jazz pianist. The two veteran musicians were in the middle of an odd dinner conversation about pants.

“I really like those striped pants you wear,” said Prince’s dad.

“I don’t wear striped pants,” Miles replied.

“Yes, you do—I’ve seen you wear them.”

“Where’d you see me in striped pants?”

“On TV. At the GRAMMYs.”

“I don’t have any striped pants!”

“Yes, you do! They’re black and white!”

“I’m telling you, I don’t have any striped pants!” insisted Miles.

All of a sudden, he spun around and thrust his famously intense globular eyes just inches from my face and exclaimed, “Yes, I do!” as if he had been talking to me all along. “They’re made out of eel, like in Vietnam!”

Holding my ground, I blurted, “EEL? Like in Vietnam?”

Standing rock still, Miles Davis kept his face uncomfortably close and began firing off a rapid barrage of questions:

“Who’re you?”

“Susan.”

“Where you from?”

“Anaheim.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m an engineer.”

“How long you been here?”

“A few years.”

As the barrage continued, it gradually dawned on me that this odd exchange was what jazz musicians do: Miles was “playing” verbal riffs for me to respond to, going back and forth without pause, as if improvising with a fellow instrumentalist. I took a modest amount of pride in returning his serves and keeping up with the pace. At the climax of our duet, Miles fired off the proclamation that would inspire me to reconsider the value of my contribution to music.

“You a musician?”

“I am not.”

“That’s okay,” he declared, his big, round eyes still locked onto mine. “Some of the best musicians I know aren’t musicians.”

And with that he turned away, impromptu jam session over.

I didn’t fully comprehend Miles’s enigmatic claim that day, but I felt that he had said something that was both true and crucial to understanding the nature of music. His words hovered around my consciousness as I worked with musicians, producers, and engineers, exploring music from the minuscule details to the biggest of big-picture concerns. As I gained confidence in the studio and watched a tremendous variety of musical minds at work, I slowly came to realize that I was developing a perspective that complemented the formal music theories taught at conservatories like Juilliard and Berklee.

Listening to music—attending to what works and doesn’t work in a song, feeling its rhythms and melodies as if they were as much a part of your body as your fingers and hips—is an indispensable component of what music is. Practically speaking, without a listener, music does not exist. By perceiving, feeling, and reacting to the many dimensions of a song, a listener closes the creative circle and completes the musical experience. Implicit in Miles Davis’s declaration was the conviction that when it comes to the creation of a musical experience, the act of listening can be every bit as vital as the act of performance.

But note that crucial qualification: can be. It doesn’t happen automatically. Listening is not the same as hearing. Listening is an active process, not a passive one, and becoming a competent musical listener requires curiosity, effort, and love. But it requires something else, too—something it took me years to fully comprehend. It requires understanding and embracing your unique identity as a listener. That’s why I wrote this book: to help you better understand “the street you live on” so that you can get more out of your relationship with music, even if (like me!) you can’t tell an A-sharp from a B-flat.

We each seek out different sorts of experiences and emotional rewards from our musical encounters. Some listeners favor songs that evoke sweet nostalgia, while others crave a groove that matches their inner rhythm. Some listeners prefer to let their imaginations wander freely when they enjoy their favorite records, while others visualize specific scenes evoked by a song’s lyrics. Some listeners covet innovative sound design, while for others it’s all about that bass. Science simply cannot predict how a person will respond to a piece of music from its objective features alone. Music’s features do not predict love—music listening does. Two people can listen to the exact same song and report dramatically different accounts of “This is what it sounds like … to me.”

This book is premised on the notion that these divergent reactions are not due primarily to your level of musical training, your circle of teenage friends, or even the year you were born. The music that delivers the maximum gratification to you is determined by seven influential dimensions of musical listening: authenticity, realism, novelty, melody, lyrics, rhythm, and timbre. Collectively, your natural response to each of these seven dimensions forms a personalized “listener profile” unique to you.2 Your listener profile determines your thoughts, feelings, and physical responses when you listen to music.

The dimensions of your listener profile serve as distinctive routes through which your body and brain can fall in love with a piece of music. Each dimension contains a personal, neural “sweet spot” where music can provide you with your deepest experience of musical joy. Your melodic sweet spot may be tapped by songs in a minor key with a sad refrain, while your friend may relish tunes with brisk, uplifting melodies. Your sweet spot for rhythm might be the hopping beats of ska or reggae, while mine might be the rolling bass of R&B. To help you recognize and appreciate your own sweet spots, I will invite you to listen to records across all manner of genres—including artists you might imagine don’t make “your kind of music.”

By gaining a better understanding of your musical identity as a listener, you will deepen your connection to music, feel empowered to live a more musical life, hear the music you’ve always loved with fresh ears, and—I hope—learn something new and surprising about yourself.

So then. As Prince liked to say when he was done with the preliminaries and ready to kick things off:

Band, on stage!




LINER NOTES

Records Versus Songs

I will be using the term “record” to refer to a specific physical recording of a piece of music, which could be on a vinyl disc, CD, YouTube video, streamed audio file, or Playskool Tape Recorder. In contrast, I’ll use the term “song” to refer to the words and melody of a particular piece of music, regardless of who is performing or recording it.





CHAPTER 1

Authenticity

This Is What Expression Sounds Like

✧


The wrong note played with gusto always sounds better than the right note played timidly.

—Tommy Jordan, lead singer of Geggy Tah
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SOME OF THE HAPPIEST TIMES IN MY LIFE HAVE BEEN spent in record pulls. A record pull is when a group of friends or colleagues get together and play music for one another. There are two rules. First, you must choose records that are personally meaningful to you. It could be a great performance or eye-opening lyric, a record you associate with a significant time in your life, or even the record you want to dance to at your wedding. The second rule is a bit more of a guideline. Ideally the record should be something unfamiliar or uncelebrated—something your companions probably don’t know well—though this rule can be broken if you want your pullmates to hear a popular song in a new way.

One of the happiest outcomes of a record pull is the opportunity to discover something new about the way your companions think and feel. Gaining insight into a friend’s musical tastes can be an intimate experience that reveals how they see themselves in relation to the world, the value of aesthetic experiences in their lives, or who they want to be when they grow up (or who they wanted to be). It’s not merely a pullmate’s choice of songs that is revealing but their explanation of why a record matters so much to them. Good record pulls feature as much storytelling as music.

I once shared a record pull with music-cognition scientist Daniel Levitin, author of This Is Your Brain on Music, and he chose to play a once-popular record by Michael Nesmith of the Monkees, “Joanne.” Though I had heard the song many times before, after Levitin offered a surprisingly heartfelt account of the record’s influence on his own early career as a songwriter, I came to recognize a tenderness I’d never noticed before in the earnest and folksy pop tune—and in Dan’s own musicality.

A record pull is also a terrific way to learn something new about yourself. By singling out records that express your deepest identity, by taking the risk of others hearing your private musical passions, and by describing why you fell in love with a record in the first place, you can get in touch with the nuances of your musical self. The reciprocity of a record pull also exposes you to new music that you may not have encountered, draws your attention to details that you might not have appreciated before, and lets you compare your own responses to those of your friends. The best record pulls are not merely social gatherings but adventures in self-discovery.

This book is designed as a kind of record pull, but one with a specific aim in mind. Each chapter contains records intended to help focus your attention on how you connect with music. A few of these selections have personal meaning to me or my coauthor, the neuroscientist Ogi Ogas. As you will soon discover, the two of us are very different kinds of listeners—yet our taste in music is beside the point. My hope is that by contrasting our divergent responses to music, we’ll help you get better acquainted with your own musical identity—especially those hidden aspects of your musical appetites that you may have never recognized before.

I’d like to kick off our This Is What It Sounds Like record pull with a track by one of the most controversial bands in American music, celebrated by music industry insiders as a unique talent … though they’ve also been dismissed as “hauntingly bad.” I’m sharing their record with you because their music represents one of the purest examples you will ever hear of authenticity. But before we can appreciate the lessons offered up by these girls’ odd music, we must first hear their odd story …

2

The tale opens with an obsessive father by the name of Austin Wiggin Jr., a mill worker in the rural town of Fremont, New Hampshire. Before having children, Austin lived his entire life without any meaningful interest in music, other than occasionally twanging a jaw harp. The origins of Austin’s peculiar role in the history of music do not lie within any personal passion for the art of sound, but in a soothsayer’s prophecy.

Austin’s mother was a farmland oracle. When her son was a young man, she prognosticated that one day he would marry a woman with strawberry-blond hair—and lo and behold, so he did. She also had a premonition that after she died, two sons would be born unto Austin—and sure enough, after she passed on, Austin and his wife were blessed with two boys. His mother’s final augury was that his three daughters would one day form a mighty band whose music would be celebrated throughout the land. But for this last and greatest prophecy to come to pass, Austin believed that he would need to guide the hand of providence. So, in the late 1960s, Austin Wiggin set out to transform his daughters from a trio of provincial and somewhat frumpy teens into a female version of the Beach Boys.

The three Wiggin girls were Dot, Betty, and Helen, their names as ordinary and down-to-earth as their hometown. Austin assigned Dot to vocals and lead guitar. Betty was directed to vocals and rhythm guitar. Helen was appointed to drums. Austin knew that attaining their foredestined renown would require total devotion to the cause. He removed the girls from school and took complete charge of their education. He forbade them from seeing friends or dating boys. He didn’t even allow them to listen to popular music, out of fear that it might taint their natural gifts. Instead, he compelled them to practice all day, every day, guided by his own judgment of what constituted musical excellence.

Cut off from the world in their pastoral New England home, quietly obeying the commands of their father, the Wiggin sisters’ lives didn’t resemble the conventional backstory of rock ’n’ roll idols. They were more like a prim troika of Emily Dickinsons than a marauding threesome of Joan Jetts.

“We weren’t allowed to go out or go to dances or anything. We just stayed at home. He didn’t want us to get too involved with the outside,” Dot Wiggin would later say in a BBC interview. “We practiced during the day while he worked, then we would practice when he came home from work, sometimes we’d practice before supper. We practiced until it was the way he liked it. If he didn’t like it, we’d do one song over and over and over.”

After they’d spent years working on their craft (“honing” is not the appropriate verb) and playing regular Saturday concerts at the Fremont Town Hall for the children of farm hands and mill workers, Austin thought they were finally ready for their studio debut. He named his daughters’ band the Shaggs, perhaps after the shag haircut that was popular at the time (and which the girls sported for a while) or perhaps after the shaggy dogs beloved by the girls. He booked time at a major recording studio near Boston so that they could record the twelve songs they had written and assemble them into their first album. The recording engineer at the studio, Russ Hamm, became the first industry professional to hear the Shaggs perform. And the moment the girls began to play, he knew exactly what it sounded like.

Incompetence. Embarrassing, unsalvageable, breathtaking incompetence.

Staff musician Bob Hearn joined his colleagues in the control room and described their reaction: “We shut the control room doors and rolled on the floor laughing. Just rolled! It was horrible. They did not know what they were doing but they thought it was okay. They were just in another world.”

You will probably understand Hearn’s reaction when you listen to the Shaggs track I’m about to discuss. It starts out with uncertain chords played on guitars that sound out of tune even to the most untrained ears. Each strum is preceded by an unexpected rhythmic pause that seems to suggest some reluctance on the part of the poor instruments. Next, the ragged beat of a snare clambers in, trailed by a cymbal sounding less like a delicate accent and more like an unruly child banging pot lids. Two young women begin to sing, but they maintain only a weak allegiance to the guitar chords, letting the melody pursue a harmonic logic all its own. The singing itself is featureless and flat, displaying not the faintest trace of pop-star posturing. The song’s key—the acoustic equivalent of a painter’s color palette—changes in odd places. And amid all this discordant strangeness are lyrics so simple and childlike that it is impossible to tell if they represent the pedestrian longings and grievances of adolescence or an ironic attempt at profundity:


I’m so happy when you’re near

I’m so sad when you’re away



Austin took on the role of producer that day in the studio, calling himself the band’s “proprietor.” During the sessions, the girls would sometimes stop in the middle of a take. Shaggs chronicler Irwin Chusid writes that the engineers would turn to the proprietor and ask, “Why’d they stop?” Austin would reply, incredulous, “Because they made a mistake!”

After hearing the girls play off-kilter and off-key, the studio staff felt pangs of guilt for emptying out the Wiggin family pockets. They were getting paid $60 an hour in 1969 dollars, or about $456 an hour today—an exorbitant sum for a mill worker with a wife and seven children. One of the engineers let Austin know what he truly thought: that Austin was throwing away his hard-earned cash, because his daughters possessed no musical skill whatsoever. Austin listened politely but recalled his mother’s infallible prophesizing. He knew in his heart that his daughters were destined for greatness. He ignored the engineer’s opinion and encouraged the girls to finish recording their first album, Philosophy of the World.

What happened next is legend—both ornamented myth and undocumented oral history. Austin paid for one thousand copies of his daughters’ album to be printed as vinyl records. In the usual telling, the engineer ran off with nine hundred of them—an odd and unconvincing twist, considering that everybody in the studio thought the music was worthless. Another version of the story claims that Austin deliberately left them at the studio. A studio client recalled the owner saying, “Austin refuses to sell these [remaining nine hundred] because he’s afraid someone will copy their music.”

What isn’t disputed is that Austin distributed around one hundred copies of Philosophy of the World to radio stations and record labels. Nothing came of it. None of their songs were played on the air. Not a single talent scout reached out. The Shaggs were completely ignored outside of their hometown of Fremont, where the sisters continued playing weekly performances at the town hall and—as always—continued to get heckled and pelted with cups. That’s because when the Fremont locals listened to the Shaggs, the music sounded the same to them as it did to the Boston recording engineers: “painful and torturous,” as one town hall regular described it.1

When Austin died of a heart attack in 1975 at the young age of forty-seven, the Shaggs disbanded. His obsession with fulfilling his mother’s prophecy was the only glue holding the band together, and the sisters themselves—now in their mid-twenties—couldn’t wait to escape from their proprietor’s domineering control. “We ended it and went on with our own lives,” Helen recounted to the BBC. “That was one life and now another.” The Shaggs seemed destined for the same fate as 99.9 percent of adolescent garage bands, serving as a colorful but somewhat uncomfortable footnote in the Wiggin family history—and nothing at all in the history of music.

Then in 1980, the story of the Shaggs took an unexpected turn. Terry Adams, the keyboardist in the eclectic underground rock band NRBQ, got hold of one of the Wiggin sisters’ records. When he listened to the Shaggs, he heard something quite different than the Boston recording engineers, commercial radio stations, and hometown folks of Fremont had. “Their music has its own structure, its own inner logic,” Adams said admiringly. Believing he had found a diamond in the rough, he managed to convince Rounder Records to reissue Philosophy of the World in 1980. For the first time, a broad swath of music professionals listened to the Wiggin sisters … and many registered the same astonished appreciation as Adams. Avant-garde rock pioneer Frank Zappa declared, “They’re better than the Beatles—even today.” Rolling Stone magazine called the re-released album “priceless and timeless” and named the Shaggs the “Comeback of the Year.” And the entertainment industry’s voice of cool, the L.A. Weekly, archly observed, “If we can judge music on the basis of its honesty, originality, and impact, then the Shaggs’ Philosophy of the World is the greatest record ever recorded in the history of the universe.”2

Chusid quotes Lester Bangs, the legendary rock critic portrayed by Philip Seymour Hoffman in Almost Famous, describing the Shaggs’ charm: “They recorded an album up in New England that can stand, I think, as one of the landmarks of rock ’n’ roll history …. They can’t play a lick! But mainly they got the right attitude, which is all rock ’n’ roll’s ever been about from day one.”

I first listened to the Shaggs in the late 1980s, after hearing them praised by a colleague as one of those bands that professionals love but the public ignores—or, in the Shaggs’ case, actively spurns. I listened with amazement and instantly understood why they stirred up so much controversy.

Go ahead and listen to “I’m So Happy When You’re Near.”

What, exactly, did industry pros hear in this music that so many others had apparently missed? What made us believe we were listening to something worthy of attention?
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Nobody was suggesting that the Wiggin sisters possessed unrecognized musical aptitude. No, from a technical point of view, they truly were bereft of musical talent—yet their music originated from the same place as every great artist’s. The Shaggs’ music reveals the simple yet deeply entrenched human desire to express oneself. The very fact that they failed to master formal technique renders this desire vivid and bare. They are the musical equivalent of a child’s first drawing of Mom and Dad: Dad’s legs are half the length of his arms and Mom appears to have three eyes, but the purity of intention is unmistakable. What my colleagues and I heard when we listened to the Shaggs was the distillation of music’s lifeblood: authenticity.

Authenticity is the subjective conviction that the emotion expressed in a musical performance is genuine and uncontrived. Authenticity reflects a meaningful thread in the tapestry of human experience, whether a nuanced sentiment like pathos or bemusement or a strong, basic emotion like joy, fear, or sadness. Any record producer worth her salt is always looking to capture emotional authenticity in a recording, because the frank expression of feeling is a primary channel through which music connects with listeners. Musical technique must be learned. But musical feeling is instinctive, and thus readily appreciated.

You can hear authenticity in early-twentieth-century recordings that were made before performers worried about record deals and music videos. You hear it in the performance of a musician who thinks no one is listening. You see it in the finger paintings of a child and taste it in the cookies at a local bake sale. When the act of creation itself is the end goal, rather than adulation or monetary gain, the quality of the outcome may not be assured—but the intention can often be more readily felt.

Like other dimensions of your listener profile, authenticity itself is not easily quantified. A record’s perceived authenticity lies solely in the mind of the beholder. If you are touched by a song, if you feel that the performers believe what they’re playing and singing, then no one can argue that your reaction is illegitimate or misguided. Nevertheless, music scholars have provided us with a useful analytical tool to evaluate how authenticity is expressed, on a continuum ranging between two opposite poles.

The Shaggs lie at one extreme on the dimension of authenticity. Their music is termed “naïve”: art born of no formal training or unsullied by pretension, vanity, artifice, or concern with musical rules and theories.3 They are describing, on their own guileless terms, exactly what it feels like to be a teenage girl in a small town. They sing about their family cat (“My pal Foot Foot / Always likes to roam”), they sing about Halloween (“Even Dracula will be there”), they sing about daydreaming and curiosity (“I wonder why my mind drifts astray?”). As Cub Koda, the leader of the band Brownsville Station, put it, “There is an innocence to these songs and their performances that’s both charming and unsettling.” Charming due to its easily recognized sincerity, but unsettling because it is socially risky to be that publicly naïve.

I’ve produced two albums by the band Geggy Tah, whose lead singer, the accomplished songwriter Tommy Jordan, taught me a great deal about authenticity. Tommy calls naïve music “music from the neck down.” These compositions and performances express emotions that seem to bypass the circuits that restrain our social behaviors, delivering music that sounds as though it comes straight from the heart, guts, or hips. The naïve, below-the-neck authenticity of the Shaggs reminds record makers of what honest, uncorrupted feeling sounds like. I’ve listened for it in every record I’ve made since I first heard Philosophy of the World.

The opposite of naïve music is sometimes called “cerebral” music. Composers and performers of this kind of music express their feelings using deliberate principles and well-honed craftmanship. Johann Sebastian Bach is a good example. His music communicates a wide array of potent emotions, from dramatic expressions of triumph and sadness to more nuanced feelings of longing and spirituality. He accomplishes this feat not by spontaneously expressing the tides of his heart but by carefully deploying a well-honed arsenal of polished techniques. Simply put, Bach could authentically express sadness without being sad. Musically untrained listeners can experience the sadness (or joy or anger) of Bach’s music in an immediate and intimate way, while a musically trained listener can deconstruct Bach’s methods and identify the specific compositional techniques he used to achieve his emotional effects.

To be clear: Bach’s music is no less authentic than the Shaggs’, but unlike theirs, it was mindfully constructed using an elaborate scaffold of music theory and calculated rules of engagement.

Tommy Jordan calls cerebral music “music from the neck up”—a product of the brain rather than the hips, chest, or groin. Though true maestros like Bach can evoke a dazzling array of feelings using a formal system of rules, less talented musicians working from the same set of rules sometimes produce music that sounds stiff, self-conscious, or soulless. In their effort to achieve perfection, some performers take great pains to avoid below-the-neck impulses that, in the grand scheme of things, give music a human and appealing quality. When their songs or performances lack authenticity, cerebral composers and musicians can sound to listeners like they are thinking rather than feeling. If your record is technically competent yet prompts a national music critic to write, “Not only are the lyrics sadly undistinguished, but much of the production and arrangement is unusually self-indulgent and cluttered with effects”—then it could have used a generous dose of hips and heart.4 James Brown called this sound “Talkin’ Loud and Sayin’ Nothing.”

Authenticity is a highly influential dimension of your listener profile. It offers an enigmatic but potent reward: the experience of genuine emotional truth. Some of us listen for it in the exposed raw nerve of gut-bucket blues, while others listen for it in the intricate elegance of compositional genius. Though I greatly prefer music with an obvious below-the-neck feel to it, many listeners are partial to above-the-neck authenticity, including my coauthor. Listen to a minute or so of one of his favorite pieces of music, a Bach composition known as Magnificat in D Major (BMV 243). In it, Bach expresses a feeling of transcendent exultation that exhilarates Ogi. The emotional connection Bach achieves flows from five-part counterpoint, symmetric and perfectly balanced intervals. Even listeners unfamiliar with formal musical technique can feel the piece communing directly with their soul.

Beyond their fresh authenticity, another reason that the Shaggs prompt many professionals, including myself, to consider them a vital musical touchstone is because they managed to communicate their emotional truths in a unified
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