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Introduction, or How I Got into the Music Business and Why I Wrote This Book

WHEN I was seven years old and my brother was eleven we started out together to take piano lessons. He was a more serious individual than I, and my parents assumed that he would take lessons and I would tag along. It turned out that he was virtually tone deaf, so he quit after a couple of weeks, and I ended up taking piano lessons for about seven years. We lived in northwest Philadelphia in a section called Mount Airy, and every Tuesday I would take the railroad train downtown for my lesson. I played classical music only, and all of the music was written. There was no improvisation. I played the Mozart Sonata no. 3, scales and exercises, and so on. I never had any idea about what chords I was playing or any other aspect of music structure. I would practice each piece until I had learned it reasonably well, and then go on to the next one. By the last year of my lessons I had reduced them to every other week, and had pretty much given up practicing.

About the same time that I gave up on the piano I heard Pete Seeger play the banjo. This was in 1948, and I was thirteen years old. I had never heard of American folk music, and found it kind of intriguing. At that time the music that was played on Philadelphia radio was a boring collection of insipid love songs, performed by such musical luminaries as Vaughn Monroe, Patti Page, Doris Day, and Guy Mitchell. Soon after this, 78 rpm records were phased out, and I discovered an army-navy surplus store that sold 78s by Pete Seeger, Brownie McGhee, Lonnie Johnson, Woody Guthrie, and other folk and blues singers. I bought quite a few of these records at about a quarter a record, and through reading the liner notes of one album I sent for Pete Seeger’s book, How to Play the 5-String Banjo.

At this point I was going to an academically oriented and boring high school in Philly called Central High. I hated it so much that I went to summer school so that I could graduate in three and a half years. I decided not to go to college right away because I felt tired of school. I got a job running a mimeograph machine in a downtown department store. Sometime during that year (1951) I bought Pete Seeger’s first LP, Darling Corey, a 10-inch LP for Folkways Records. I used to listen to that record every night before going to sleep—in fact, to this day it is the only LP that I have ever worn out. Under the spell of the book and the record I decided to go out and buy a banjo. Following Pete’s instructions, I went to a pawn shop and bought a banjo for $25. I took it home, breathless with excitement, and proceeded to break two of the strings while trying to tune them to the piano. I had never seen anyone tune a stringed instrument before and didn’t know how to match the pitch to the piano. I took the banjo and put it in a closet. It stayed there for about a year and a half.

A year later I entered Goddard College, a small progressive college in north-central Vermont that had no marks, no tests, and almost no students. I met a girl there named Lil Blos, who played the banjo, and she offered to show me how to play. That Thanksgiving I went home to Philadelphia and got the banjo.

For the next two years I played the banjo almost incessantly, much to the discomfort of anyone within earshot. One friend of mine used to refer to it as the tin can with strings. I was quite ruthless about my practicing, sitting in front of the campus community center playing hour after hour, destroying the peace of the Vermont countryside by playing in the woods, and dragging the banjo to parties and picnics. At no time during this period did I decide to become a professional musician. My interests were in the social sciences and literature, and my dream was to write the Great American Novel. I had a friend named Burrill Crohn who played the trumpet, and he and I started jamming, with me playing piano. Burrill played blues and Dixieland jazz. I had never played any piano without reading music, but I had learned how to play the banjo without any written music at all. I managed to find a couple of jazz piano books, including one by Mary Lou Williams that included helpful hints about chord structure.

By the time I was ready for my junior year of college, I realized that I didn’t want to stay at Goddard for four years. At that time it was very difficult to transfer credits because Goddard was not yet accredited by the regional accrediting association. I arranged to divide my junior year between New York and New Mexico. In the fall I went to the New School for Social Research in New York, and in the spring I went to the University of New Mexico. As part of my fall plan, I persuaded Goddard to agree to my taking six credits of banjo and guitar lessons. I remember the registrar writing me a very serious note saying that these credits might not be applicable to a graduate school transcript should I go on for an advanced degree. Since I am now teaching both banjo and guitar for college credit at Colorado Women’s College, and there are guitar programs at almost every major American college, it seems funny in retrospect. In those days guitar was considered a bit suspect in the American academic world, and banjo was not recognized as an instrument worthy of serious study.

I took four months of banjo and guitar lessons from Jerry Silverman at the Metropolitan Music School in New York City, and I also had some theory and ear-training classes. In the spring I went on to Albuquerque and took some sociology and anthropology classes. I also met a marvelous banjo player named Stu Jamieson, who lived in the nearby Sandia Mountains. I spent two long evenings at his house listening to him play, and I did a number of goofy things in Albuquerque, such as playing on KOB-TV in Albuquerque with Glen Campbell’s uncle, Dick Bills, dressed in full but borrowed cowboy regalia, and a couple of concerts at the university. When I returned to Goddard for my senior year I started work on my senior thesis, which combined sociology and what is now called black studies (but was then called Negro history) with my interest in folk music. It concerned the relationship between the life and the music of Huddie Ledbetter (Leadbelly), the black folksinger-composer. Mostly I focused on a content analysis of the lyrics of his songs.

That spring I wrote a suite called A Day in the Kentucky Mountains. It was a five-part piece for the banjo with a song in the middle, and although I had written a few songs by that time, this was the first original work I had tried to compose for the banjo. I played the piece at a graduation concert, and settled by the end of the summer in New York City.

I decided to go to graduate school, and after being rejected by the New York School of Social Work, I entered Columbia University in the graduate sociology program. This was a rough period in my life because I didn’t think I had the talent to make it as a writer of fiction, I still hadn’t conceived of the possibility of becoming a musician, and I really had no idea of how I could earn a living. I didn’t especially want to go into the army, which was breathing fairly close down my neck, so I finally decided to pursue some kind of social science research.

I found graduate school to be an elaborate rerun of my high school experiences. I never could understand what my fellow students were talking about, due to my limited background in formal sociology. In fact, I found them harder to understand than my teachers. I didn’t know too many people in New York, and I didn’t like my academic compatriots much. I started to support myself by teaching banjo and guitar. During the year and a half I was taking courses at Columbia some friends and music store owners told some other musicians and arrangers that I could play the five-string banjo, and I got a few good jobs doing commercials and playing on some records. Before long I was taking my banjo with me to classes, leaving classes early to play jobs, or not going to classes at all. Finally it came time to write my thesis. I wanted to write about a number of blind black street singers, some still alive and some dead. I had a theory that blind street singers who were basically illiterate people reflected and upheld the traditions that were alive when they were children, rather than changing their beliefs and attitudes as the society itself changed. I tried to explain what I wanted to do to my adviser. He looked at me with some confusion, probably at least partly the fault of my explanation, and acknowledged that he didn’t know much about what I was talking about. He informed me that his wife was an artist. In other words he was used to dealing with eccentrics. The sociology department at Columbia mostly welcomed very structured statistically oriented studies of voting behavior, consumer product choices, etc. This kind of study was statistically sound, used specific data, and didn’t involve abstractions or much in the way of loose theorizing. In other words, they were safe. Sometime during this conversation with my adviser I decided to become a full-time musician. I realized I would never write a thesis at Columbia. I didn’t officially quit school, but I started teaching guitar and banjo six days a week, four in New York and two in my hometown of Philadelphia. I got some jobs teaching classes at Ys, neighborhood art centers, and so on. Gradually more calls came in for studio work, and I studied some jazz guitar, worked on reading music for guitar, and met some good professional musicians, particularly my guitar teacher, Dan Fox. In 1960 I met John Phillips, and he and I and Scott Mackenzie formed a group called the Journeymen. We recorded three albums for Capitol, did college concerts and played nightclubs all over the United States and Canada, and did some commercials and television. Without any real foresight or planning I had become a professional musician.

How and Why I Wrote This Book

Anyone writing a book seeks a certain amount of recognition or some degree of financial success. I also have some other specific motivations in mind that should be of greater value to the reader. I hope that everyone reading this book will be able to learn from a few of the unfortunate experiences I have had in the music industry over the last thirty-five years, and I hope that some of the more positive experiences will be of interest and value.

In 1959–60 I was a member of what probably was the world’s first folk-rock group. It was a collection of singers and musicians called the Citizens, put together by two Broadway songwriters named Sid Jacobson and Lou Stallman. By Broadway songwriters I mean a corps of professional writers of that time who literally wrote two or three songs a day most days of the week, year after year. Sid and Lou had written a few hits and were the owners of a huge bunch of demonstration records and lead sheets of their songs. They had put together a concept album consisting of a group of songs describing life in New York City. They auditioned a number of singers and musicians and I was accepted into the group as the principal guitarist, banjo picker, and occasional singer. Lou and Sid had a deal with Laurie Records, the company that recorded Dion and the Belmonts, the Chiffons, and others. Lou and Sid gave us contracts, which signed us to them as our personal managers. I no longer remember whether we were under contract to Lou and Sid as independent record producers or whether we had a direct contract with Laurie Records. In the record deal it was stated that we could not record for any other record label. Since I was starting to make a good part of my living doing freelance recording for various record companies, I insisted that this provision be changed so that I could continue to record for other labels. Lou and Sid agreed to revise this part of the contract. Considering my lack of experience at the time, in retrospect I am amazed I even read the contract that carefully. Anyway, the contract was not revised, so I never did sign it. We finished the record, but Laurie held on to it for a long time before issuing it. Perhaps they didn’t think it would sell, wasn’t any good, or whatever. While this was dragging on I had met John Phillips, and he and I and Scott Mackenzie ended up signing a recording contract with Capitol. One day the phone rang, and Sid called to remind me that I was still under a contract with them as managers, and that they would expect to get 20 percent of my earnings. I reminded Sid that I had never signed the contract because they had failed to rewrite it. I mention this because if I had signed the contract, I would indeed have had to pay Sid and Lou commissions. The moral of this story is to be very careful about the contracts that you sign because some months or years later you may find yourself in a situation that you never anticipated. In this instance I was very lucky.

When the Journeymen got together we went through the Schwann LP catalog and decided on eight record companies that we thought were likely prospects. John, who was the smoothest talker in our group, called them on the phone and asked to speak to the artist and repertoire department. None of them was willing to have us do a live audition except MGM Records. Since we had very little money, and we all had some recording experience, we didn’t want to go to the time, trouble, or expense of doing a demonstration tape. We sang and played for MGM and they liked us and offered to sign us. Meanwhile John and Scott were under contract to Decca Records because they had been in a group called the Smoothies, who recorded for Decca. None of us wanted to record for Decca, which we felt was a dated and musically unsympathetic company, so we adopted the following strategy. The Smoothies’ producer was a man named Milt Gabler, a noted jazz buff who, according to John, hated banjos. We positioned ourselves with me slightly in front of the other members of the group and with my banjo pointed directly at Milt’s head. John then had me play as loud as I could so that I virtually drowned out anything else. John and Scott got their release from Decca after we sang two or three songs.

In the midst of our negotiations with MGM we picked up a manager named Rene Cardenas, who was in a sort of limited partnership with Frank Werber, who then managed the Kingston Trio. The Trio was at that time the most successful pop-folk group around. The Kingston Trio recorded for Capitol, and Werber and Cardenas felt they would have no trouble getting us a deal with Capitol if that proved necessary. We went back to MGM with Rene Cardenas. He asked for a guarantee of two albums a year, and a $5,000 guarantee for promotion of the first album. Besides the three of us and Rene, two people represented MGM at this meeting. One of them was Danny Davis, who later became a producer for RCA and then left to form the Nashville Brass, and Jim Vienneau, who now produces records in Nashville. Danny was very friendly but not optimistic about the deal that Rene had outlined. Vienneau played the bad guy (which he did quite well) and looked us straight in the eye and said, “You’ll never get a deal like that in the record business.” Ten minutes later we walked into the New York office of Capitol Records and sang a few songs for Andy Wiswell, their eastern production chief. He called Capitol’s head office in Hollywood in our presence, and within a half hour of Vienneau’s speech we got exactly the deal that he had described as impossible. At that moment and forever more I learned not to believe people in the music industry when they describe a deal as impossible, or a contract as nonnegotiable.

The sequel to this story has a less happy conclusion. After some months of management by Werber and Cardenas, we became convinced that our careers were not progressing as quickly as we had hoped. The Kingston Trio was breaking up, and we felt that most of our manager’s energies were directed toward finding a replacement for Dave Guard, who was leaving the Trio. Since the Trio was an exceptionally valuable show business property, this was somewhat understandable. We spent several months starving in San Francisco, and Scott and I moved into a $9-a-week Chinese hotel in North Beach, while John worried a lot because he had relocated his wife and two children to Mill Valley, California, from their home in Virginia. We got about six weeks of work on our own at a club in San Jose, and finally Werber and Cardenas got us a couple of jobs in Spokane and Phoenix. Most of the money was eaten up in travel expenses, but we were happy to be working at all. In Phoenix we were fired from the steak house in which we were playing, because the owner thought we were arrogant and was annoyed that we weren’t drawing customers.

Just about this time our first Capitol single came out. It began to get heavy radio play in New York City. Our original booking agency, International Talent Associates (ITA), had been in New York, but Werber and Cardenas had pulled us out of that agency and started trying to book us themselves, and in the case of the abortive Phoenix job through another outfit called ABC (Associated Booking Corp.). We got in touch with the people from ITA, who had been hearing our record on the way to work every day and thought it possibly would be a hit. They offered to book us again, and we fired our managers and went back to New York. Unfortunately, we had a binding contract with Werber and Cardenas, which we had to buy our way out of with cash. It cost us $6,000 and some monies they had advanced us, and a lot of anxiety and bitterness. The money was paid in deferred payments, since we were penniless. Ever since this experience I have been very careful about signing contracts. Contracts can be broken, but it is a long and expensive process, which consumes time and energy as well as money.

The Journeymen stayed together for three and a half years, did three albums for Capitol, and several hundred concerts and a bunch of nightclub gigs all over North America. By 1964 it became apparent that the folk boom was ending, and I had done about enough living out of a suitcase. I had met my future wife and decided to leave, get married, and move back to New York. I did all of that and resumed my career as a freelance studio musician, also doing some songwriting and record producing. John tried to keep the Journeymen alive for a year, calling them the New Journeymen. They never got a record deal and broke up, eventually evolving into the Mamas and the Papas. Scott Mackenzie made a number of 45s that were unsuccessful, and then he scored with the big hit “If You Go to San Francisco,” written and coproduced by John Phillips.

In 1972 I moved to Denver, Colorado. I had gotten tired of the New York studio scene, and I decided to get a music degree and study a bit about composing and arranging. In 1975 I met Tom MacCluskey, head of the music department at Colorado Women’s College. He offered me a job organizing and teaching courses in the music industry program at the school. This is one of a number of such programs at schools throughout the United States that teaches music students about jobs available in the music industry. As I started to organize the courses, I looked around for a good textbook. I found the available books either vague, technical, or purely autobiographical. In my opinion they were not valuable or clear to someone who is trying to enter the music business but lacks knowledge or experience about it. This book is my attempt to convey what goes on in the music industry to the young, aspiring musician or to the curious layperson. It tries to explain what the various people in the business do, how record companies function, what agents and personal managers do, the role of songwriters and publishers, unions, etc. Basically, I am trying to explain to a young person how to make intelligent career choices, how to get started, and how to progress.

I will also explore alternatives to going after the big money for those interested in a more personal, less popular sort of music. Other topics to be discussed are contracts, lawyers, commercials, studio work, video, new technological developments, music therapy, and arts management. I hope that this book will answer some of the questions you may have and point out some directions that will be of use to you in making a career in music.

Since 1979

In the twenty-four years that have elapsed since the first edition of this book appeared, quite a few things have changed in the music industry and in my own career. I’ve written a second feature film score, produced a number of records and tapes, written three other books, and have been fortunate enough to receive a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities. The school where I taught, Colorado Women’s College, went out of business, and for several years I became very involved in working with the artist-in-residence program for the state of Colorado.

In 1987–88 I lived in Los Angeles and worked as the National Education Coordinator for NARAS, the National Academy of the Recording Arts and Sciences. I did not enjoy living in Southern California and after a year moved back to Colorado, where I taught briefly at the Colorado Institute of Art. Since 1990 I have been teaching in the Music Management Program at the University of Colorado at Denver, one of the first schools to offer a four-year degree program in that area. I have written quite a bit of instrumental music lately and have two albums out on the Folk Era label. My most recent CD is called American Dreams. It consists of instrumental music for classical guitar, five-string banjo, flute, and saxophone, played with two other musicians. We call ourselves the Uncommon Thread.

Musical fads have come and gone, and new technologies for the recording and distribution of music appear on a daily basis. I find that I still love playing and writing music. I would like to see the day when everyone who works in the music business will share that enthusiasm.

This third revised edition of The Music Business is intended as an update of the original and revised editions. I hope it reflects my sincere desire to communicate the things that I have learned and thought about. Thanks to Randi Perkins, Rich Sanders, and Dennis Dreith for research assistance.

In the Millennium

Since the last edition of this book I have written several other books and made more recordings. I have now completed my full-time teaching career at the University of Colorado at Denver, although I still teach occasional summer and interim semester short courses there. I am currently doing seminars and lectures on the music business, including some recent lectures at the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts in England, and for Scott-Anderson Associates in Jamaica. I am pursuing an active performing career as a guitarist and banjo player, and I can be reached at my e-mail address, tictac@pacifier.com.



Part One

THE MUSIC BUSINESS

Records, Agents, Managers, Music Publishing, Commercials, and Unions




1

Getting Started

BEFORE I discuss the structure of the music industry, I’d like to take you through the complete process that a beginner or a near-beginner in the industry might need to experience in his efforts to start a music business career. This is only a single example of someone getting started, and the situation may not apply to you or your own problems in starting a career. This is intended as a road map, not as a complete guide to the territory.

I am basing this part of the book on questions that people have asked me or that I have heard them ask others in the last few years. Denver, the metropolitan area where I have been living for most of the last twenty-two years, is a fairly typical American city in the sense that there are some reasonably good recording studios, a few very small record companies, a number of clubs to perform in, and a reasonably good symphony orchestra. Denver is not a center for national recording, so some of the frustrations or career roadblocks felt by the person in this example may not hold true if you live in Nashville, New York, Los Angeles, or Toronto. On the other hand, living in a major music town doesn’t necessarily provide you with access to what Joni Mitchell so aptly calls the “starmaker machinery.”

Let’s say that you are a singer-songwriter. You live in a medium-sized town, say Dubuque, Iowa. You have had a little bit of performing experience, but nothing of an extended nature. In other words, you haven’t been on the road or played outside the immediate area in which you live, but you do have twenty or twenty-five songs that you have written, and you’re really not sure what to do with them. Let’s further assume that you have not copyrighted the songs, you don’t have an agent or a manager, don’t really know anyone making a living in the music business, and are not a member of the union. I am assuming that you have made a commitment in your own mind to try to pursue a successful career in music.

The first thing that you need to do is to get as much performing experience as possible, on whatever level it is available. Offer your services, probably without charge at this point, to hospitals, homes for the elderly, schools for the retarded, public and private schools, parties, or to any other group that might enjoy watching a musical performance. As you begin to get more comfortable with performing, try to notice what is working well in your performances and what doesn’t work at all. Try a few of your own songs in your shows, but don’t restrict yourself to your own material. What songs do people like? Solicit comments on what you are doing, and listen to unsolicited comments. Have your friends attend some of these performances and ask them to listen to what people are saying about you. Think of this period in your career as a growth or experimental period, during which you are putting together a show that will hopefully make you some money in the future. Experiment with your material and your musical arrangements. Make some songs longer than you originally wrote them, take some instrumental solos if you can, use different tempos and try different keys, do some sections of a song louder or softer than others, and so on. If possible, tape some of your performances and some of your rehearsals, and try to be objective about the results. Tape a song before and after you have changed the arrangement and compare the results. Some things will work, other things may not.

After this period of trial and error you should have put together some kind of a coherent show, including some of your own songs. Do guest sets in clubs and begin to start asking for money for your performances. Find some other musicians to jam with through music stores, music school bulletin boards, friends, and so forth. At this point you may want to decide whether you want to play in a band or pursue a solo career. What kind of music are you playing? If you play hard rock, you will need to have a band to get the effect you want. Do you have enough original songs of your own? Are you a great harmony singer who doesn’t have a wonderful solo voice? Do you have some friends who have good sound equipment who are looking for an additional performer who plays rhythm guitar, or piano, or whatever you play?

With or without a band, you will need to make a demo tape for the club owner or school staff person who wants to hear a sample of your work. It doesn’t have to be a professional tape recorded in an expensive studio. It should represent what you do well enough to give an accurate impression of your sound. Take some time in doing the tape to achieve that result. Sometimes people working in high-fidelity stores or at college radio stations have reasonably good sound equipment and enjoy recording tapes of this kind. See if you can find someone like that to do your tape. Often they will be happy to do your tape for the cost of the tape itself, or for a very small fee. A 16- or 24-track studio will cost you between $25 and $200 an hour, plus tape costs, ranging from about $45 to $450 or so, depending upon whether you use the digital or analog format. Don’t go into the studio thinking you will make a cheap tape.

You should limit the number of tunes on your tape to three or four. In the early stages of your career it is unlikely that anyone will listen closely to much more than that. Don’t put very long or esoteric songs on a tape for a club owner. Rather, show the range of what you can do, including perhaps a ballad, an up-tempo song, and a unique arrangement or song of your own. It is always possible to do a live audition and sing other tunes for a club owner who expresses real interest in what you are doing. You will also need some photos of yourself—you might again try your friends or someone studying photography at an art school. This will minimize your costs.

Let’s say that you are now beginning to get work in some local clubs, as a solo act or as a member of a group. Should you copyright your songs? The copyright fee for each song is now $30, so that for twenty songs you are looking at $600. It is possible to copyright a group of songs under one name, such as the Jane Smith Songbook. This will cost you $30 and will protect your songs. As each song gets recorded or published in the future you will have to copyright it separately, but this will save you some money for now. To copyright a song you must include a lead sheet with the melody line, lyrics, and chords of your song and the address of the Copyright Office. In my opinion, at this stage no one is apt to steal your songs. It is possible, but unlikely, that someone will run off with your song and copyright it himself. If someone else has to write your lead sheet for you because you don’t read or write music, that person will probably charge you from $10 to $35, depending on his experience. Music school students are a good source for relatively cheap lead sheets. With your demo tape you should include photocopies of any favorable reviews that you have received in local newspapers or magazines. The copyright office prefers that you put no more than ten songs on a tape. To use this method, ask for form SR. If you are doing lead sheets, use form PA.

Home Studios

The last five years have seen a vast improvement in home semiprofessional studio equipment, with such formats as 4-track cassettes and 8-track A-DAT, or Alesis digital audiotape, and hard disc formats, and recorders available at reasonable prices. With an investment of a few thousand dollars you can now put yourself in a position to make quality demo tapes at reasonable prices. Working with this equipment will also pay off in terms of enabling you to develop studio experience, which will save you time once you get into a larger studio.

Videos

It is now possible to make a video demo at a local college or cable TV channel. Most local cable facilities offer some sort of community access programs.

If you can make a reasonable video demo, it will enhance your ability to get work in clubs and to get a recording contract. The difficulty lies in whether you will get a reasonable amount of editing time in a facility that has quality editing equipment. A poor video demo is probably a worse selling tool than having none at all.

About a dozen locals of the American Federation of Musicians (AFM, the musicians’ union) provide free video services for their members. Once again, the value of such demos is going to depend on the quality or availability of good editing equipment.

You can now take your audio or video demo to various club owners or managers together with your photos and any good reviews of your work. Offer to do a live audition. As you start to get local club jobs and build a reputation, you will probably be approached by local booking agents, who will flatter you and make promises of work if you sign an exclusive agreement with them. Avoid signing any exclusive or long-term contracts at this time, if you possibly can. If you are headed for New York or Los Angeles, why tie yourself up with an agent in Dubuque who will continue to collect commissions on your jobs in New York, but who doesn’t have the contacts to get you work outside the immediate area? Don’t sign with a personal manager in a small town unless you are convinced that she is as ambitious as you or more so. Will she go anywhere it is necessary to promote your long-range career? Do take local jobs from booking agents, and pay them the required commissions on the work they get for you. If necessary, sign a relatively short-term contract, say for six months or a year, to book you exclusively. Don’t do this until you have some definite offers of work. The offers should be for reasonable amounts of money in clubs that you are familiar with and should specify the number of shows, wages, and so forth. Take the advice of your booking agent about the union—you may have to join the AFM local in your city as you start to work in better clubs or in concerts. Before you join the union go down and talk to the officials about the dues, the initiation fee, any possible work dues, and what will be required of you as a union member.

Strategies for Leaving Town

Let’s say that you are now ready to leave Iowa and try for the big time in a major recording and talent center. Before you go you may want to take a few precautions. First of all, save up a certain amount of money—enough to sustain you for at least three or four months as you attempt to become established in your new city. You can’t reasonably expect to start working right away, and you will need a cushion to sustain you while you get to know the new city, make contacts, and so on. Upgrade your sound equipment. In a larger city you can’t get away with inadequate equipment—the competition is too tough. Plan on getting new instruments or amplifiers if you need them—maybe even a whole new sound system. Make another demo tape. This time pay more attention to the sound quality and be sure to include some original songs. The purpose of this demo will be to interest a major agent or manager in a big city. Have some new photos taken, put together your best reviews, and possibly buy some new stage clothes. Where will you live in the big city? Do you have any contacts in the business there? Perhaps a local agent in your hometown knows an agent, a manager, promoter, or record company employee who can put you in touch with business in your new town. Do you have any other marketable skills? In other words, do you have another way to support yourself while you are knocking on music business doors? Have you ever been a waitress, waiter, temporary office worker, or taxi driver? It may take you some time before you become self-supporting with your music in a new environment.

You have now arrived in the big city. Look for clubs that have open stage nights, songwriters’ showcases, etc. Some of these clubs may be famous places, like the Roxy in Los Angeles, and some may be small unknown bars. Try to meet other composers and musicians through music stores, music schools, clubs, and ads in papers like the Village Voice in New York. As a member of the Iowa union you will be allowed to accept one-night jobs in union clubs in New York or Los Angeles, but you will be prohibited from accepting steady work unless you transfer your card (which usually takes six months) or unless you get a card in your new local. The larger locals of the musicians’ union generally charge higher initiation fees and dues than the unions in smaller towns. There is also usually a residency requirement of some minimum amount of time. Sometimes the union will waive this residency requirement, formally or informally, if you can pay the full initiation fee or if another member of the local vouches that their group must include you in order to continue working. If you have not joined the union before, you almost certainly will need to do so now.

As you start to get jobs in clubs you will meet agents again. Most of them will dress better (or flashier), talk faster, and be harder to figure out than the agents in your hometown. Beware of signing long-term agreements based on verbal promises without actual contracts that offer specific jobs. Find out which acts the agent is currently booking, and if possible talk to the acts about the agent. If possible go through a trial period until you are convinced of what the agent can do for you. It is also a good idea at this point to make sure that the agent has a union franchise. If you are in the union, you may not work for agents unless they have a union franchise, nor can you work with nonunion musicians. If you live in a right-to-work state, none of these restrictions applies. Such states limit the ability of the union to make these sorts of rules. A number of states in the southern United States, such as Texas and Florida, are right-to-work states.

At this point you need a personal manager. While an agent solicits work for clients, a manager is a person with a career plan for his acts. A manager should have relatively few clients, while a good agency may have a number of agents and a huge roster of clients. Which clients does the manager currently handle? What do they think of him? If a manager refuses to let you talk with his clients, you should beware of him. What does he have to hide? Even if a group is happy with a manager, you will have to decide whether their judgment suits your own impressions. Maybe he had done a mediocre job, but the group is too trusting, naive, or ignorant to objectively evaluate his performance.

Here are some other questions to ask. What percentage of your earnings does the manager want? Does he handle any acts with current recording contracts? Beware of managers who talk about top acts that they used to handle. Perhaps these clients left and went on to success through someone else’s efforts. Agency contracts are usually fairly cut-and-dried, but no one should sign a personal management contract without having an experienced music business attorney check it out. Your lawyer should have other clients in the business and be used to dealing with managers and record companies. A hometown lawyer who is an old friend of the family won’t do; after all, you wouldn’t go to a heart surgeon to treat an ear infection. Don’t use the same lawyer your manager uses to go over your management contract; with all the goodwill in the world he can’t reasonably represent both of you. In a year or two you and your manager may end up in court. This could create a conflict of interest for your lawyer and might leave you without proper legal help.

Be sure that your manager and agency can get along. One of the most important jobs of a manager is to make sure that the artist is getting good agency representation. This includes such matters as the choice of appropriate venues, limitations on traveling between jobs, and more. Your manager and agent should not be the same person, generally speaking, although in the early stages of your career your manager may also help you to find work.

Armed with an agent, a manager, and a lawyer, you are now ready to go after a recording contract. You should consider making a final demo tape and, if possible, a video demo as well. Perhaps your agent or manager can get a reduced rate at a studio, or even owns an interest in one. Your manager should be the key person working on a record deal, but some lawyers and agents are quite knowledgeable and experienced in dealing with record companies. Such an individual may help or spearhead the process. After a record deal is made, attention can be devoted to such matters as where the record will be produced, who the producer should be, what kind of promotional guarantees you can get out of the record company, and whether they will advance you some money to buy new instruments or sound equipment, provide some tour support to help transport you to high-exposure-but-low-money jobs, and finance a quality video. Now you are on your way.

There are some things that I have left out of this beginning portrait of the business. I haven’t discussed percentages that go to agents and managers because the material can be found in later sections of the book that deal with these specific roles. Similarly I have omitted any description of music publishing or the nature of the record deal. In general it doesn’t help you to make unsolicited tapes and send them to a record company where you don’t know a soul. Once in a while this rule is successfully violated. The Doobie Brothers and Boston were signed on the basis of unsolicited tapes, but most of such products are thrown away or listened to very quickly by people who have no deal-making power. These people cannot sign an act to a record company, but they can reject a tape. If they like a tape, it is simply passed on to someone further up the corporate ladder. At each level your tape can experience a rejection, but you cannot get signed until you have crossed over several levels. It is the job of a personal manager to get your tape to someone at the company with deal-making power, and then to negotiate a deal together with your lawyer, the record company lawyer, and a record company executive.

It is also possible to create a website, where you can post some of your music on MP3 files for the consumer to download in order to check out your music. If you can’t or don’t want to do this yourself, check with the infinitely large population of computer nerds who love to do these projects.

In this description I don’t mean to imply that you are doomed to a life sentence in a music industry center. You may well end up recording in such a town, but if you become successful, ultimately you can live wherever you wish. You will always have to maintain some kind of contact with the lifelines of the industry, which run most strongly in Nashville, New York, Los Angeles, and Toronto.
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Records

Records Are the Vehicle

There are numerous ways for an artist to establish popularity with the general public, including concerts, nightclub performances, and television, but at the present time records are the lifeblood of the music industry. When I say records, I mean compact discs, cassette tapes, or LPs. Without making records, an artist’s popularity is generally limited to a specific city or region of the country. This is true for every kind of music, from rap to Country & Western to heavy metal, jazz, or New Age music. Records are the catalyst for music business careers, and without them these careers will not get off the ground. Just as records have been largely replaced by CDs and cassettes, it is possible that in the future all audio products will be replaced by some video storage system, where the consumer can see as well as hear the performer. It would be a mistake to disregard that rare performer, such as Lena Horne or Ben Vereen, who has achieved comparatively little success on records but does very well in nightclub appearances. Nevertheless, at the present time an artist must generally make successful recordings in order to pursue a fruitful career in the music business.

Recording Contracts and How to Get Them

There are a number of ways to get a recording contract, but these methods usually follow the same general pattern. First of all, it is necessary to make some sort of contact with a record company representative and get her excited about your music. There are producers (in the old days referred to as A&R, or artist and repertoire, people) who look for talent in clubs or concerts. There are even A&R coordinators for whom this activity constitutes a large percentage of their work. Naturally, these visits will occur most frequently in the cities where record company headquarters are located, but some companies will have producers seeking talent in different parts of the country as well. Once in a while one of these people will chance upon a group or an individual performer by accident, but the chances are heavily in favor of their investigating acts that they have heard about through a manager, agent, promoter, lawyer, or another record company employee. Occasionally an employee of one record company who can’t sign an act for one reason or another will pass along a tip to a friend at another record company. In Nashville, Los Angeles, and New York there are certain clubs, such as the Bluebird Cafe in Nashville, the Roxy in Los Angeles, or the Bottom Line in New York, where industry people hang out. If you should land a booking at a club like this, you will very likely be seen by some record company reps.

Sony has A&R people stationed in various cities, including Seattle, Dallas, and San Francisco, whose primary job is to investigate talent in these markets. Periodically a particular market, such as Seattle in the early and mid-1990s, develops an industry “buzz” that causes A&R personnel to cultivate agents, managers, and lawyers in the area. When this happens, companies are apt to sign acts from this area in an attempt to capitalize on consumer interest in the music being created there (like the “Seattle sound” in the above example).

As U.S. exports to South and Central America have increased, and as the Spanish-speaking population of the United States has grown, Miami has developed a similar cachet for Spanish-speaking music. A number of major record companies now have staff in Miami who are attempting to gain access to the South American market for U.S. product. For this reason it is reasonable to anticipate a continuing boom in the Miami music market.

Although albums are the key to a long-term career in the music business, most listeners look for the hit single that will establish a new act in the public eye—the song that can serve to introduce the group to the average person through the medium of radio or music video. If you pay any attention to hit records, you probably will have noted several things about their structure. First of all, most hits have some sort of introduction that serves to whet the listener’s appetite for what is coming next. It may be an unusual musical figure, an instrument recorded in an unaccustomed way—anything that will serve to involve you with the song. Sometimes this figure will recur in various parts of the song, at times played in an identical way, sometimes arranged in a different manner as the song continues. This device is called a musical hook. It is one technique used in writing and arranging popular songs.

Another rule of thumb is that the opening cut of a demo should be your best song on the tape. Generally speaking it should be up-tempo and enthusiastic. Make sure that your first song is one that the listener will want to come back to and hear again. Don’t do three consecutive songs in the same key with similar tempos and arrangements. This will expose your group’s inability to do more than one thing. On the other hand, the sound of each song should be recognizably that of your group, with whatever strengths you have going represented on each cut. Too much variety may cause a company to feel that your product is not commercial. A record company wants to feel that your group has a coherent and consistent image. If in fact your group has tremendous musical diversity, it is best not to initially share this information with your record company. It will only serve to confuse them!

Which songs should be on your tape? In today’s competitive record business most record companies prefer artists or groups that write their own material. If you or the members of your group don’t write songs, your best bet is to seek out someone you know who does write. It may be a fellow musician in another band, an ex–band member who doesn’t want to leave home, a sister or brother, or anyone else who happens along. Why do record companies like to see original songs on these demos? There are a number of reasons. If you or your group are going to sustain a career over a long period of time, it will be necessary for you to keep coming up with songs. If no one in the group writes, it means that the band, your manager, and your record producer will spend many hours looking for new songs that are suitable for your style. If you write songs, the material is already there, and probably in a style that is compatible with your group. Not being able to write songs doesn’t necessarily destroy your career. Linda Ronstadt, Reba McEntire, and Whitney Houston are not songwriters, but they have been very successful as performers. Sometimes a performer who writes only words or music will establish a long-term collaboration with someone who can supply the missing part of the song. Examples are Carole King’s collaborations with Gerry Goffin or Neil Sedaka’s work with Howard Greenfield or Phil Cody.

Another reason that record companies like the artist to be a songwriter is so they can publish the songs. This represents a considerable source of money if the artist is successful. (See chapters 22 and 25.)

You have now come to a critical point in doing your demo tape. You have decided on three or four tunes, you have a fairly good idea of how they will be arranged—who the lead singer will be, which instruments will be played, etc. How good should the tape be? Should you record on a friend’s 4-track Teac tape recorder, on your cassette player, or should you go to a 32- or 48-track studio? At this point sit down and use every bit of common sense you and your fellow musicians have. What kind of sound does your group have? Is it a hard-rock band, or are you a singer-songwriter who has a friend add occasional second guitar parts? Does someone in the group have a really incredible voice, one that sounds great in person but doesn’t pick up on your $35 cassette recorder? Remember, you are going to be judged on the basis of your demo. Record people get dozens of tapes that include letters excusing the quality of the tape, explaining how broke the group is, that the arrangement is sketchy, the lead singer had a cold, and so forth. Imagine yourself listening to these tapes. What would you do with them?

Do you know anyone who has good tape equipment? You may know an engineer who works for a radio station, a college student who has access to the college’s brand-new recording studio (some colleges have good 24-track studios), or there may be a high-fidelity store that would love to engineer a demo by a group that could go on to fame and fortune. These are all ways of doing your tape for little or no money beyond the cost of the tape itself. Keep in mind that someone is doing you a favor. They may not be professional engineers, and your tape may take a bit longer to do and may not come out sounding like a hit record. Remember your goals. You want the tape to reflect the strongest part of your sound. Be sure to feature your strong points—instrumental solos, lead singer, or backup harmonies. What stands out about the sound of your group that would excite a record company? Be sure these qualities get on the tape. If they’re not there, go back and do it again.

Assuming that your group hasn’t been together for fourteen years, there are also some weaknesses that you recognize. If possible, try to keep these weaknesses from being obvious on your tape. Maybe in performance your drummer sings backup harmonies, but he can’t sing all that well. On the actual recording have someone else cover the part.

Here is a checklist of some things record companies look for in an act:


	Is the group working?

	Do they have professional management?

	Do they write hit songs?

	Has the group already released a recording that has sold well in their hometown?

	Can the group sustain a three- to seven-year career?

	Is the sound recognizable and new, yet marketable?

	Will the public understand the music?

	Are they good performers?

	Are they attractive or magnetic people who can make good videos?

	Do they seem to get along with one another?

	Do they respond well to constructive criticism?

	Have they developed a fan base in their own market?

	Is there anything unusual about the performers’ songs, appearance, or character that will make them stand out in a crowded and competitive marketplace?

	Does the group understand how hard they will have to work to sustain a career? Are they serious enough to commit to long and tiring road tours and extensive rehearsals? Do they understand that the initial financial rewards will be small, and that the odds are against any one group “making it”?
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The Recording Process

I AM going to assume that you have gained access to either a 4- or an 8-track recorder through friends, relatives, or whomever. Recording is quite a different procedure from live performance. If you have ever heard a tape of yourself or your group, you know what I mean. Some things that work beautifully in performance, such as drum solos or spontaneous shouts, can sound dull and artificial on a tape or record. Weaknesses that are barely noticeable in live performances, such as rhythm sections that are not quite together or vocal harmonies that are slightly out of tune, can be much more serious defects on tape. In a live performance the audience itself is often making quite a bit of noise, and the performance may have an excitement to it that covers up minor flaws.

Modern tape recorders have a number of available tracks on each piece of tape. Semiprofessional or professional studios have machines that have anything from 4 to 48 tracks. This means that information can be recorded on different sections of the same piece of tape. If the machine has 4 tracks, four separate bits of information (we can call them programs) can be recorded on different sections of the same piece of tape. If your group has piano, bass, and drums, a lead singer, and some background vocals, you might record the bass and drums on one track, the piano on a second, the lead vocal on track 3, and the background vocals on track 4. This can be done simultaneously or one at a time. The studio can be set up in such a way that the piano track does not “leak” onto the bass and drum track. This is done through careful microphone placement or by setting up wooden baffles—soundproof barriers that keep the sound of one instrument from leaking into the microphones of other instruments. When these baffles are used, it is often necessary for the musicians to wear headphones so that they can hear one another. This is a strange experience if you are not used to it. Some people wear one headphone on and one off, which enables them to hear the natural sound of their own instrument while the other instruments are coming through the headphones.

If you don’t like the sound that is coming out on the tape, it is possible to experiment with changing microphones, moving the microphones to different positions, or adjusting your own instruments or amplifiers to modify the sound. In the case of guitars or electric basses, it is possible to use or discard various types of picks. Drum heads may be tightened or loosened; pedals on a keyboard instrument can be used more or less; an electric bass can be recorded directly through the recording console; and/or the amplifier can be miked.

The lead vocal may be recorded at the time the rhythm section plays, but the final lead vocal is usually done again afterward. Having the vocal there keeps the rhythm section more aware of the song with its lyrics and musical dynamics, but rerecording the vocal enables the performer to concentrate on getting a richer performance without distractions.

Some other recurrent studio problems: Make sure that guitar and bass strings are new enough to sound bright, but not so new that a lot of time is wasted in constant tuning; make certain that your drummer has tuned the drum set, that any keyboard instruments are in tune; and if you are using an acoustic piano, have it tuned in the recording studio, just before the session if possible (by all means buy an electronic tuner, which will save hours of tuning).

You have now finished recording your 4- or 8-track demo, and the next step is to mix it down to a stereo tape, just as you would do for a record. Don’t listen to your demo for long periods of time at high volume levels or you may wear out your ears and your patience. Make sure that whatever unique qualities your group has are prominent on your final tape. At this stage of the game don’t get too involved with subtleties. If the lead vocals are good, the band is coherent, and the lyrics are understandable, that should be good enough to demonstrate what your group can do. If you are having trouble making decisions, rely on the judgment of the person who did the engineering. Don’t bring in friends, lovers, relatives, or other nonprofessional experts or you may get involved in time-consuming and meaningless arguments.

You will note that I have assumed that you worked out some way of doing the demo without renting a studio. My feeling is that if this is the first time you’ve worked in a studio with any seriousness, it is best not to spend your money there. A 4-track studio might rent for $10 to $25 an hour, and an 8-track studio might cost $25 to $50 an hour. In addition, you will be paying tape charges, which can mount up considerably, and you will be charged professional prices for copies of your demo. Very few young bands can afford to go into a studio and burn up thirty or forty hours of studio time at these prices. This is a time for experimentation and learning, not for professionalism and quickness. If you live in a small town and have no way of getting your tape done, perhaps you will be forced to rent a studio. Talk to the engineer ahead of time, explain what you are trying to do, and find out exactly what it is going to cost. In some instances it is possible to make some sort of trade-off for studio time, such as doing free studio work for the owner of the studio. Or perhaps you can sing or play on someone else’s session in exchange for the studio time. Some engineers who are also musicians arrange to do free engineering in exchange for free studio time for their own projects. Don’t make promises to come back and use the studio for your album, and don’t give away publishing rights or a percentage of your group’s record rights to the studio. Commitments of that kind could prove impossible for you to fulfill at a later date and could involve you in a lawsuit.

How good should you make your demo? Try to be realistic. A typical album today costs $250,000 or more to record. You are not in a position to compete with that sort of studio production. What you are trying to do is to convince a record company to invest that kind of money in your career. Don’t be intimidated by insignificant mistakes. Be sure that the main strengths of your group get on the tape and can be heard.

It is possible to make a demo that is a finished product intended for commercial release. This is called a master. Think of the amount of time and money this may take. Also think of your comparative inexperience. A record company can find you a producer who has experience in putting records together. String parts, horn parts, additional vocals, or other touches may get added to your record later. Unless you have experience in the studio and unrestricted use of free studio time, it is best not to think about the possibility of doing a finished product at this time.

There are some other problems that may come up in selling a demo as a master. If you have used musicians who have donated their time as a favor to you, you will now have to pay them. The studio that gave you a special deal based on the fact that you were cutting a demo may now ask for additional payment, especially if the demo is now being picked up by a large record company.

There is also a vast difference between getting a record deal with a demo and selling a finished product. Who is going to be shopping your master, and where are they going to take it?

This brings up another question. How good are the ears of the person who will ultimately judge your tape? Will he be horrified at the wrong bass note on the second verse of your song? The people who work at record companies vary wildly in their musical tastes and backgrounds. Some of them are ex-musicians or arrangers with tremendous ears—the kind of people who can write out the third saxophone part of a big band record after hearing it once. Others are lawyers or ex-salespeople. Some of them have a good feel for music but wouldn’t know a C from an F#. If there is a glaring deficiency in your band, such as a bad drummer, you may want to use a friend or a fellow musician to play on your tape. You may want to add an instrumental part on one song, such as a flute solo, but not have anyone in the group who plays flute. It is always possible to hire someone to play the part for you. Unless you really think the sound is vital for your demo, it is better to leave it off the tape. When you get a record deal your producer will have access to many fine flute players, and you can hear your idea in finished form.

Selling the Demo

Now that you have completed your demo tape, what are you going to do with it? Let’s assume that you are for the most part pleased with the fruit of your labors, and you have your CDR copies in hand ready to go. At this point you need to get your product to the record company in order to make a deal.

First off, let’s deal with the subject of unsolicited tapes. Most large companies employ people who listen to unsolicited tapes that come in through the mail. Your chances of getting a record deal this way are probably about one in a million. There are always exceptions, of course.

There are some very good reasons why sending an unsolicited tape usually is unsuccessful. The people who listen to these tapes are generally very young people with very little experience. They listen to hundreds of such tapes a week. These “screeners” cannot sign an act to the company. If they do like your tape they will pass it on to the next person up the chain of command. If you’re lucky, that
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