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			Introduction

			For over a third of a century, I’ve been producing records in one form or another. During that time, I’ve worked on several records that were extremely successful. I created a tape-recording format, and I was nominated for a few Grammy Awards. Whatever I’ve worked on, I have always been utterly captivated by the magic that goes into, and is generated by, the creative process.

			I’d like to think all this has given me unique insight into record production—even a degree of expertise. In spite of this, I seem to learn something new or encounter something I’ve never seen before on every project. This is because I try to be open to the creative process and its outcome without trying to dictate exactly how it has to go. I find if I simply show up to work and devote myself to it, everything falls into place.

			This constant process of learning and being mindful of the artistic experience that record producing can be assures that my perspectives on what I do will never stop evolving, I’ll never grow bored, and I’ll never know everything there is to know about what I do. This is exactly how I want it. If I could no longer experience record producing in this way, it would cease to have meaning for me and I’d have to stop doing it. 

			You see, once upon a time, record production actually did lose its meaning for me. Once upon a time, I seduced myself into believing that I was a businessman—not an artist—and I began to envision producing solely as a means to make money. Once upon a time, the magic of doing this work faded away—along with the creative process—turning it into a tedious, chaotic, unrewarding waste of time and effort. 

			As this metamorphosis was taking place, I gradually lost sight of what had made record production incredibly satisfying, and even financially rewarding. The truth is, I was only good as a record producer when I viewed it as an artistic process. It only worked for me when I treated it as a form of my own personal expression.

			This is the main reason I wanted to write this book—to bring to light exactly what this process is and how to use it wisely and creatively as it pertains to record production. The process starts with knowing exactly who you are in relation to your work. In my case, I discovered I’m not a businessman. I’m not an entrepreneur. I’m an artist. That’s all I ever really wanted to be in the first place.

			When I chose to be mindful of this, I found my way back to doing really good work as a producer. And when that happened, I felt a renewed sense of purpose. I wanted to share my experiences—not only what I’ve learned over many years of being a record producer, but also what I’ve seen since I became mindful of who I am and how I fit into the process of record making. Finally, I wanted to share my journey of starting out as an artist, attaining success, losing my way, then finally, returning to where I started. As a result of this journey, I’ve experienced some completely oppositional perspectives on life and have a heightened appreciation for all of them. 

			I feel that sharing this information is far more valuable than writing about which microphone preamps I used for recording the drums on the Soundgarden record Superunknown. There are more than enough books in the world that address the technical part of making a record, but none about a producer’s intent when he makes a record. You can read dozens of articles and books that feature a hundred different people talking about which microphones they used when they recorded record X or how they set their stereo bus compressor, but you will almost never hear them address what prompted them to make these choices. You will never hear them speak about the intent—the need to express an emotion or a feeling—that motivates their decisions. Without someone addressing this aspect of record making, there will always be a disconnect and always the nagging question, “That sounds so good—but why did they do it?” This is another reason why I wrote this book.

			In reading accounts of how masters have made records, I have found that few of them talk about the intent behind their choices, their methodology, the emotions they were trying to evoke, or their credo. On the surface, it seems like their choices were made without feeling or consideration for the music they were producing and were mainly about technique. This implies that those who wish to learn this art can act similarly. The world looks chaotic and meaningless to one who seeks knowledge from masters who don’t provide deeper explanations for their actions or insight into their creative process. My goal is to expose the creative motivation and intent that influences the choices great producers make when producing great records.

			Just as important, we need to recognize that there is tremendous need for an ethical and holistic approach to record production and artist development. This need has only grown over recent years due to the path that the people who run the so-called music business continue down. Let me put this into context for you. 

			Anything extraordinary about the music business was, is, and always will be based on the creative output of artists. This creative output has virtually nothing directly to do with managers, record company executives, or record companies. At best, they provide an environment that allows artists to create. At worst, they can completely undermine an artist’s ability to create. The best thing any record company executive ever did was to recognize the seed of greatness within an artist and nurture it to fruition. The best thing any record company ever did was to bankroll an artist’s truly creative process of fancy and offer them up to the world when they were ready for perusal.

			Without the infrastructure these peripheral individuals provide, there’d be no business to sell music. However, without artists there’d be no need for infrastructure because there’d be no music to sell. Ideally, in the past, the artist served his muse and, like the patrons of yore, the record company either served the artist or maintained a symbiosis with him. 

			Sadly, throughout the past twenty to thirty years, instead of nurturing artists, the music business has excelled at marginalizing and trivializing its product while attempting to tailor it to appeal to as broad an audience as possible. When lucre became elevated to such a lofty height by the music business, the performers and artists followed suit. Instead of making art to make a living, the sole emphasis was suddenly on making money for its own sake, by any means necessary. In the process, the role of the artist/performer was replaced by that of the entertainer/entrepreneur. 

			Over centuries, music has evolved and finally, has been utterly commoditized. It is now a lifestyle choice, an appendage—the equivalent of a piece of clothing, a bottle of perfume, a pair of headphones—except that you still have to pay for those items. And this point is infused with even greater irony when you consider that many of those other commodities are exactly what modern entertainers put their names onto when they make their long-awaited trade up from performer to entrepreneur. 

			In such a climate, is it any wonder that artists are extremely challenged to committing emotionally to what they create? It often feels as though many contemporary popular artists have no idea how to connect emotionally with, or through, their medium. This goes a long way toward explaining why there seems to be so little real feeling in much contemporary popular music—only the simulation of feeling. As a consequence, there is little or no real communication in the music between artist and listener—only the simulation of communication.

			At the very essence of music is communication. Relieve music of its ability to speak to another human being, and it becomes an empty shell. It becomes the signifier for a message with no purpose or meaning.

			The creation of music is somewhat reactive; it’s based on the need to communicate an experience you have either within or outside of yourself. Apart from being highly expressive and highly communicative, it is also kinetic. It relies on the component of believability and engages in direct dialogue with an audience, unlike painting or writing. And for music to naturally communicate kinetically, we must find a path back to helping a creative artist commit emotionally to her own work, to help her truly invest in her creative process, and to outline an ethical and holistic approach to record making. This is what we’ll explore in this book. 

			In a sense, the expression found in popular music is very similar to that in acting. Actors are considered great based on their ability to express themselves or to be believable in their craft. They often learn an acting method, a system by which they can become more pure and honest in self-expression. 

			The actor, playwright, and poet Antonin Artaud referred to actors as “athletes of the emotions.” Considering the effect that composers such as Mozart and Beethoven had on the audiences of their day (and for so many years hence), isn’t it logical to view them similarly? And haven’t artists such as the Beatles also wielded extraordinary power over their audiences? What is a popular music vocalist if he is not an “athlete of the emotions,” who must often compress the full emotional impact of his expression into a statement of less than four minutes?

			I feel that in all people there is a bridge that connects the conscious mind, the unconscious, and the physical body. This bridge is where the act of being creative becomes a sensory experience and is at the core of all artists, whether they are actors, musicians, painters, or work in other media. This is where artists find their intent, sensitivity, expression, and motivation. The spontaneous act of creating and performing music is accompanied by an undeniable sensory experience within the artist that is directly related and proportional to the sensory experience that a listener has when he “feels” the music he is listening to. 

			If you allow the possibility that popular music is a unique and essential art form, with no less validity than any other, isn’t it logical that the essence of this art form and its experience should be recognized, lionized, illuminated, shared, and even taught to those who wish (providing they have the innate talent) to learn it? If we can figure out methods to teach actors how to emote and be expressive, why can’t we do the same for popular musical artists? Perhaps the question really ought to be, why doesn’t anyone ever take this into consideration when they “develop” artists? 

			This goes back to some of the elements that make the work I do so much fun. These are the collaborative aspect, the communal effort, a group of people working together with one purpose in mind and no other agenda. Few thrills are greater than participating in a project where an artist surpasses her own expectations. From where I stand, this is one of the best and only ways to move forward and make great art. It is the only way I can imagine to make popular music that once again matters to people everywhere. Because, more than anything, people who hear music also want to feel it.

			That’s one more thing this book is about—not simply my perspective on making records, not just the credo or intent that drives my creative process, not just interesting ways to effect change in creative situations and the creative processes of others. It’s also about what the creative process feels like when I am (or you are) in the midst of it. The fact is, everyone who creates has some kind of physical, somatic connection to their creative process—just the same as the audience who experiences the end result of that process does. Most people are simply not aware of it. When you’re in touch with this sensory connection, you will always know what you’re doing. 

			And, whatever you’re going to do next.

		

	
		
			1.
The Record Producer

			What is a record producer? Even though the job title seems to carry a lot of weight and has an almost heroic, mythical resonance to it, most people don’t really know what a record producer does. In fact, most artists and record company executives don’t even understand what record producers do, although many of them believe that simply having a specific producer’s name on their recording will guarantee them success, even if the producer in question winds up contributing next to nothing.

			On the surface, record production is comparable to a wide variety of jobs—from office manager to school teacher to film director to lion tamer (and, perhaps, clinical psychologist). Beneath the surface, a record producer is often an objective outsider, an independent consultant, a music fan, a song cowriter, an arranger, a recording technician, a computer programmer, an artist development specialist, a support system, a psychologist, and a catalyst. But at its core, record production is mainly about being a conduit that helps the entire creative process flow most efficiently while maximizing the creativity of all the participants on the project.

			To be clear, a record producer’s primary directive is to help the artist excel. The producer does this by illuminating the artist’s creative path, demonstrating various ways the artist can reach the highest level of expressive ability, and often motivating or pushing the artist to reach this summit. Working with a record producer is ideally not only an enlightening experience for an artist but also character building and life changing. After working with a talented producer, the artist may never view his work the same way as before. He should feel as though he’s leaving the project as a different person from when it began, with a brand-new perspective and skill set.

			Each record producer has his own approach and methodology—there is no right, wrong, or even generally accepted way to produce a record. This is also what creates so much confusion regarding the producer’s actual function. Some record producers are very hands-on, involving themselves in every aspect of a production, from the recording budget to song arrangements to songwriting to working with the artist on her performance and the nuts and bolts of the recording itself. The scope of this producer’s work is anything in the creative process that, by his estimation, requires assistance. 

			Some producers are mainly involved in the technical side of a recording and are either minimally involved in the musical or creative side, or not at all. Some producers cowrite the music for a recording with the artist (and often perform on these recordings) but don’t get very involved in how the actual recordings are made. In some cases, these producers are also songwriters who are eager to acquire a larger equity share of a recording by writing songs for their artists, and then producing them. Some producers do multiple projects simultaneously; they hire engineers to run their sessions for them and check in periodically but generally don’t go to the studio to do hands-on work with the artists while the recording is underway. 

			The old-school record producer stereotype was an omniscient, evil genius—a pale-skinned, puppet master Svengali who intimidated and manipulated his bewitched charges while rolling with the jet set in the evenings and on weekends. The stereotypical new-school record producer is a clichéd, youngish, scruffy hipster in white kicks who gets all his clothes from multiple endorsement deals with apparel companies that outfit prominent sports figures. He wrote the book How to Schmooze for Dummies, is marketing his own “personal scent,” has his own scale-model action figure (by Mattel), knows more about his iPhone than a microphone, drives a Mercedes S600 and a tricked-out white Range Rover, has two young, hot PA’s who were exotic dancers in a former incarnation, and rolls with the jet set in the evenings and on weekends.

			The bottom line is that record production is like any other form of work. It’s time-consuming and requires dedication, skill, and a lot of effort.

			Although there are many types of record producers, I tend to put them in one of two categories. In the first category is the producer who makes an artist’s recordings sound like every other recording in the same genre. He has a sound that he is known for, and no matter what artist he works with he follows his very specific template and never deviates from it—not even for an instant. This approach tends to deliver the same, very quantifiable results every time it’s employed.

			In the second category is the producer who makes recordings in accordance with the way he hears things. This approach is more abstract, more personalized, caters to the uniqueness of the artist, and, consequently, is more open-ended. It can’t deliver quantifiable results the way the other approach can, but you can pretty much guarantee that the end product will always be more personal and more interesting. 

			A record producer also functions as an objective third party, providing experience and expertise as an invaluable resource for an artist to draw from. The flip side of working with a producer is that she might either be personally uninvolved and detached from the projects she works on, or become proprietary and develop a sense of ownership regarding the artist’s work. The former situation often occurs because the producer wants to get a job done quickly and be able to move on to her next job. The latter situation often occurs as a result of the record producer’s ego. The title “record producer” establishes a specific hierarchy, and being the leader of a project can be very seductive for some people. These individuals often buy into the idea of what being a record producer looks like to others, and then take it too far. 

			I feel that to do this work properly, it’s essential to contribute to
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