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introduction
When You Wish Upon a Star


SO YO, YOU WANNA BE A STAR, RIGHT? You want to be riding the top of the charts. You want to be cruising in limos with screaming fans jumping on the hood. You want five-star hotels. The bling bling. The hot celebrity life. You want this bad, don’t you?


So let’s do this.


Since I became a judge on American Idol, people constantly ask me about success. “My daughter has a terrific voice. How can I help her make it to the top?” “I believe I have what it takes to be a star. How do I get noticed?” “I’ve always wanted to be in the music business. What’s the best way to get started?”


Everybody thinks it’s a snap. They think it’s the easiest thing in the world to be a singer. They say to me, “Yo, you know, it doesn’t seem like it’s really that hard. I used to sing in the choir in high school.”


Oh, really, because you sang in the choir in high school, you think you’ve got what it takes to become a superstar? That’s how delusional people can be.


As a kid, I went fishing a lot and cleaned the fish with a knife like nobody could. Does that make me a surgeon? You don’t see me in the operating room. Yo, you don’t see me trying to fly the space shuttle!


If that sounds ridiculous to you, well, that’s the way people sound to me.


Crazy.


I see it all the time in my everyday life and especially on American Idol. People show up from all walks of life with absolutely no talent. They stand before me and the other two judges, Paula Abdul and Simon Cowell, and attempt to sing. And guess what? They never get through the first round. But they believe, somehow, that they’ve got what it takes.


I’m going to keep it real with you. No lies. No sugarcoating it. If you think you really, truly have what it takes to be the next Mariah Carey, Justin Timberlake, Michael Jackson, Elvis or American Idol winners Kelly Clarkson or Ruben Studdard, then I’ll tell you how to find out if you’ve got “it,” how to maximize whatever “itness” you may already have and how to use it to realize your dreams.


In Idol 2, Simon said that Keith from Atlanta was possibly the worst singer in the known world when he warbled the sorriest rendition of “Like a Virgin” we ever heard. He couldn’t sing. He was tone deaf. He wouldn’t know a note if somebody sent one to him. And yet he had the audacity to come and audition for what is one of the greatest talent shows ever. He was completely delusional.


Before he ever came to see us, he needed someone to keep it real with him. And so do you. I’m sure if you’re reading this book, your friends and family have probably told you, “Yo, you know, you’ve got a dope voice. You should do something with that voice. That voice is so hot.” That’s the thing you hear about all the time.


Well, sorry, but you can’t listen to your friends and family when it comes to this. Unless they’re giving voice lessons to Christina Aguilera or Norah Jones, they’re not experts in the music department. They’re not going to keep it real with you. They’re not going to diss you to your face and tell you that you’re terrible. In fact, very few people are going to keep it real with you.


But I will.


The music industry is one of the most competitive in the world. Making it is harder than ever. Big business has taken over. It’s a tough economy. Companies are not spending as much money as they used to. The music industry is in a slump.


Trying to break in? Good luck. It’s harder than ever to get record companies to sign a new artist with no track record even though the business today is 50 times larger than it was in the late sixties and seventies—which I think was the most creative time in the history of music, ever. Music that we’re still learning from today. Motown. Sly and the Family Stone. The Beatles. Led Zeppelin. Jimi Hendrix. Janis Joplin. Aretha Franklin. Frank Sinatra. Nat King Cole. John Coltrane. Miles Davis. Charlie Parker. Nancy Wilson. These are just some of the legends whose music exploded during this time. This is a short list of folks you want to emulate. What you want to aspire to. The greatest of the greats.


And for those of you who tune in to American Idol, you can see that making it on that show is no easy feat, either.


Does all this sound crazy to you? Well, it is.


But this is where I come in. I am going to help you understand how to get through this maze and realize your dreams.


The one thing that hasn’t changed since the beginning of the music industry is this: Talent will take you everywhere. The record industry is always looking for new, talented people and great songs. Those are the great equalizers.


People often ask me, “Would the Beatles have made it today?” Well, yeah, because they had talent and great songs.


From my days playing neighborhood block parties in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and out-of-the-way jazz clubs across the country to producing and writing songs on Mariah Carey’s latest album, Charmbracelet, I know what it takes to succeed—and fail—in this business.


In my 25-plus years as a Grammy Award-winning producer, musician, performer, songwriter, record exec, manager, teacher and, of course, American Idol judge, I’ve worked on more than a thousand gold and multi-platinum albums with some of the biggest stars of our time. People like Mariah Carey, Madonna, Elton John, Celine Dion, Whitney Houston, Aretha Franklin, Bon Jovi, Billy Joel, *NSYNC and Destiny’s Child.


In my career in the music business and on Idol, I’m responsible for trying to discover new talent, so I know firsthand, better than I’ve ever known, what it takes to make it big. When I played onstage and on records with Bruce Springsteen, Journey and Bob Dylan, among others, I hadto learn quickly what to do—and what not to do—and it’s this into I’m going to pass on to you.


In this book, I’m going to help you figure out if you have “it” and how to use it if you think you’ve got it. I’ll tell you how to find the right teacher and what you should be learning if you want to go all the way in this business. I’ll help you find your musical style and explain how it can mean the difference between scoring a record deal or not. Are you more of a 50 Cent or a Christina Aguilera?


I’ll give you the lowdown on how to find a band to sing or play with and how to use the tools of the trade to make the most of your sound. I’ll make suggestions on how to get your look together. You don’t want to show up at an audition looking exactly like Pink or P. Diddy, but you don’t want to look like a librarian, either. I’ll share tricks of the trade on making a demo that the industry will pay attention to. I’ll tell you how to score the all-important record deal, whether or not you should Idol and, most important, how to stay true to yourself.


Whether your musical style is hip-hop, rock, pop, country, alternative or any other type of music, these suggestions apply to you if you want to become a superstar in this business.


Understand, this book is no magic wand. This is meant to be a basic guide to get you up and running the right way or to give you a jump start if you’re having trouble along the way. Reading it does not guarantee that you will be opening up the next MTV Music Awards with Britney, Madonna and Christina. But it will teach you what you need to know to break in, polish your craft and hang in there for the long haul. In other words, get it crackin'.


You often hear me say on Idol and elsewhere, “What’s up, Dawg?” Sometimes it means, “Hey. How are you?” Other times it means, “What were you thinking?” or “Yo, what’s wrong with you. You should know better. Why are you acting like that?” It can also mean, “Wow, you got game.”


You have to live in reality, as I like to say. If I’m being honest with you, you have to be honest with yourself. As you read this book and as you make your way through your career, you may want to ask yourself, “What’s up, Dawg?”


We’re going to take this little journey to see if you have what it takes to get in the game and move on to the next level. And if you do, I’ll be there along the way, cheering you along and coaching you through it. I might be yelling and screaming, but it’s going to be hot.


So let’s see, Dawg, if you’ve got “What’s up?”




chapter one
Do You Have “It”?


IN 1989, I WAS WORKING IN SAN FRANCISCO with Narada Michael Walden, one of the hottest producers in the country at the time. We were making some of the dopest hits of the day, including Whitney Houston’s “How Will I Know” and “I Wanna Dance with Somebody,” Aretha Franklin’s “Freeway of Love” and George Michael and Aretha’s duet, “I Knew You Were Waiting.”


Demos from unknown artists poured nonstop into the office. We would sit and listen to everything. We heard lots of good songs and hot voices—and, dude, some that were beyond terrible. It wasn’t often that a Whitney or an Aretha would come calling.


I’ll never forget the day when an unforgettable demo from a young, unknown singer came into the office. A big-name record exec had just signed her and was looking for producers to work on her first album. We played the cassette and couldn’t believe what we were hearing.


The singer had written the lyrics and melodies herself. The music had a jazzy, Anita Baker-meets-pop/ R&B sound to it. Beautiful. But it was the singer’s voice that took my breath away. Her unbelievably sweet, buttery tones. Her incredible seven-octave range. Her amazing phrasing. And she sang with such conviction and passion.


She had the complete package. I just could not believe how talented this singer was. She had the kind of voice that commands you to listen to the end of a song because you just can’t turn it off. The kind of voice you hear on the radio that makes you pull the car over and call the radio station to find out, yo, who the hell is this? You want to rush out and buy that song. That music touched you. Affected you. Gave you the chills.


There was no doubt in my mind. She was going to be a star. I knew the public would not deny that voice. This is what we, in the business, look for. She had “it.”


The singer? Mariah Carey.


What is “it”?


SO YO, YOU WANT TO KNOW WHAT “IT” is and, more important, if you’ve got it. The “it” I’m talking about is that rare combination of personality, charisma and talent that can catapult you to stardom.


Michael Jackson, Elvis, Madonna, Mariah Carey, Whitney Houston, Celine Dion, the Beatles, Justin Timberlake, Alicia Keys, Norah Jones, 50 Cent, Britney Spears, Janet Jackson, Snoop Dog, Gwen Stefani, Jay-Z, Beyoncé Knowles and Elton John, among others, all have “it.”


The people who have “it” also have that je ne sais quoi—that special something that attracts people to them and makes fans want to walk, talk, act and be like them. Look at Michael Jackson. He was a star as a child, but exploded onto the scene with Thriller in the eighties. How do we know that he had “it"? Everyone was dancing like him. Everyone was dressing like him. Everyone was infatuated with him. He influenced millions of people. Michael Jackson owned the eighties.


Same thing with Madonna. She came out in her bra and panties, shocked everyone and dominated the scene. At the height of her popularity, young girls everywhere were trying to emulate her because she was so bold, so uninhibited—and so unique, like nothing you’d ever seen or heard before. She made you ask, “Whoa, who the hell was that?”


The Beatles definitely had “it.” They pulverized the industry. They rocked the entire world. And today, there are bands still out there trying to emulate what they did. Bands like Coldplay and the Goo Goo Dolls.


Elvis is the king of “it.” People did their hair like him. Dressed like him. Talked like him. Even though he’s been gone for more than 25 years, they still adore him.


These people ruled the planet. They were bigger than the presidents of countries. They represent the pinnacle of “itness.”


We ended up producing “I Don’t Wanna Cry” on Mariah’s first album, Mariah Carey, which has hits that are now world famous, including “Vision of Love.” The album went multi-platinum. “I Don’t Wanna Cry” became a hit song. Mariah shot to stardom, as we knew she would. When we heard her demo that day, we knew that everyone would want to be a part of what she was doing musically.


Her talent has taken her to the top. To me, Mariah, Whitney and Celine are the big three. The best. I refer to them so much on American Idol and elsewhere because I’ve had the pleasure of working with these superstars, who are among the biggest selling artists of all time.


They have each sold more than 100 million albums, an achievement that tops other huge stars who have “it,” including Christina Aguilera, Britney Spears, All-American Rejects, Limp Bizkit, 50 Cent and Eminem, to name a few.


The “it” comes naturally


BUT YO, YOU HAVE TO REMEMBER THIS. MOST PEOPLE WHO have “it” are born with it. Michael Jackson was born with a God-given gift. When he made his debut in the Jackson Five, he commanded attention. There’s no way that an eight-year-old kid from Gary, Indiana, was going to become that famous, that fast, without innate talent.


Prince has a God-given gift. The same with Celine and Elton John. And Elvis—oh my God, what a gift. A true, unbelievable entertainer. He mesmerized a nation with his style, dancing and sound.


Fans loved Elvis because they’d never heard anything like him. He was dope. He had his own form of dance—his own hip-shaking, hip-swiveling movements that people just could not believe. He had a persona. A distinct look, like the old soul singers. I’m sure Chuck Berry had a huge influence on him. And he was dangerous. He sang rock and roll, which at the time people called the devil’s music. It was forbidden, which drew people to him all the more.


Like the Beatles, the Grateful Dead, Motown, Michael Jackson and Jimi Hendrix, to name a few, Elvis was able to start a movement. If you want to be a star, you need millions of people following you, like they did. Dude, that’s hard to do.


You know the saying “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” Well, it’s true in my family. Zoe, my youngest daughter, loves music with her heart and soul. She’s a natural performer and is always putting on shows for the family. I guess she’s kind of a ham, like her dad. My son, Jordon, loves playing the drums. But I think he loves skateboarding and break dancing more right now. He is the kid with the ‘fro riding a skateboard like Tony Hawk. My oldest daughter, Taylor, also loves music. I remember standing in the kitchen about eleven years ago making hot chocolate for Taylor, who was three at the time. She was sitting in her high chair waiting for me when a Brandy song came on MTV.


When the song ended, she started humming it in the song’s exact rhythm and key with an almost perfect pitch.


“Whoa,” I thought.


I whipped my head around to look at her.


“Hey, do that again, sweetie,” I told her.


She did.


I thought to myself, “She’s got it. This kid has something.” I’m not just saying this because I’m her dad. I listen to everything with the same critical ear that I use when I listen to demos, songs and Idol contestants. Just being able to mimic a song that easily, that exact and correct, is rare at the age of three. That means she has talent.


If you’ve truly got the gift, singing or playing will come naturally. Your talent will present itself in perfect form and you’ll go, “That was kind of easy.” It’s like shooting baskets. You may shoot four out of five baskets, no problem. Then five out of five. Easy. But if you stand there and miss five out of five over and over, then it’s not natural to you … yet.




Being a red carpet regular doesn’t
 guarantee that you have “it”





CELEBRITIES HAVE FANS. THEY HAVE MANAGERS, AGENTS AND publicists. They’ve recorded albums. They’ve made it into People, Rolling Stone or Vibe. But just because they’ve become celebrities doesn’t mean they have “it.”


Keep in mind that a celebrity is a star by association but isn’t someone who necessarily has “it.” A lot of the kids who made it into the Top Ten on Idol became celebrities—but they didn’t go home with the prize. So if you want to be a celebrity, cool. But it means you still don’t have “it.”


Most of the one-hit wonders out there probably don’t have “it.” If you’re a one-hit wonder, then a hit song created your success—not you. The song was the “it.” And if you look on the list of “it” requirements, a great song is conspicuously absent.


So yo, you’re asking me: Why wouldn’t the song be on the list? A successful song is something that’s very nebulous—something you can’t always put your finger on. Sometimes a song can rattle the charts, like Justin Timberlake’s “Rock Your Body.” Beyoncé's “Crazy in Love” featuring Jay-Z. Christina Aguileras “Beautiful.” 50 Cent’s “In Da Club.” Or classics like Michael Jackson’s “Beat It.” Elvis’ “Love Me Tender.” The Beatles’ “Ticket to Ride.”


A great song is a great song is a great song. You can have a hit, but that’s no guarantee that you’ll have a long career. You can get maybe two or three of your 15 minutes of fame from it. And remember this. It’s very hard to have a hit song. If it were that easy, the music industry wouldn’t be in trouble right now.


When I was working as a record exec, I can’t tell you how many times I heard another exec say, “Randy. Let’s go get some hits.” Like you could just go to McDonald’s and order some hits. You just can’t order up hits to go. All the top songwriters try for that unforgettable song. Sometimes they hit and sometimes they miss. So Dawg, if you think you’re going to ride your way into fame on a great song, you have to know, that’s no easy road, either.




You want to give ´em chills





KNOWING WHO HAS “IT” IS EXACTLY WHAT I do in the music business and as a judge on American Idol. We say to everyone who comes into the Idol auditions—"What’s going to make us like you over someone else? What’s so special about you that we’re going to go, ‘Wow. We really like that'?” I can tell if a person’s got “it” as soon as I meet them. I can tell if they have that special charisma. That infectiousness. When I hear singers auditioning for Idol, I can tell if they have it vocally as soon as they open their mouths. I can tell by the tone of their voice, their range, their control. You can see how much work they’ve done or if they are the rarest of the rare and have a God-given gift. And you can see how much work they need to do.


I knew that Idol’s first winner, Kelly Clarkson, had it as soon as I heard her sing. Paula, Simon and I often argue about this, but I remember it like it was yesterday. We were in Dallas during the show’s first season. It was the end of the afternoon, about 5 or 5:30. We were all tired. We’d heard about 85 kids at that point. We had seen some goofballs and crazy, wild kids, singing all kinds of songs you don’t often hear at auditions, like “Silent Night.” Just some weirdo people. We had heard some people who were good. But we also heard some people who were terrible.


Then Kelly walked in. Didn’t have a particular look. Seemed to me the girl-next-door type. Then whoa! She started her audition and woke us up. I remember thinking, “Oh my God. This girl can really sing.” The sound of her voice gave me the chills. Kelly was born with a natural gift. I think you can make a lot of headway if you have some talent, but remember those who make it big are usually born with it.


I thought, “If her talent could be shaped and could grow, she could go all the way.” I loved her voice. Being a musician, what’s always going to excite me first is the voice. I’m looking to get the chills or to be moved in some way. It’s not about all the riffs and the runs that people associate with gospel music and try to mimic. It’s not about the mechanics. It’s about the sound of the voice. If I get the chills from the sound of the voice, that’s what does it for me. And I know other people will probably get the chills from it, too. I look for that every time.



straight outta da Dawg’s Mouth—tip 1





Remember—People will equate the sound of your voice with your identity. That sound is your brand. Think about it, when you turn on the radio and hear someone singing, you know immediately—"Oh, that’s Madonna. That’s Mariah. That’s Justin Timberlake. That’s R. Kelly.” That’s their identity on the radio right there. It’s like no one else’s.







Believing in your self





ONE OTHER THING THAT STOOD OUT ABOUT KELLY that day in Dallas was her personality. We had a running joke going when she auditioned. We swapped seats. I went and stood on the circle and sang the R. Kelly song “I Believe I Can Fly.” She sat in my chair and pretended to be me.


She joked with me. She was funny. She had a cute, engaging personality. And she was so calm and relaxed. Most of all, she sang with conviction. Assurance. She was like, “Let me do my thing because I know I have it.” When someone sings with conviction, I don’t care when, where or what, you can feel the passion that “I am gonna do this.”




Other Idolers who had “it’





IN IDOL’S FIRST SEASON, IT WAS CLEAR THAT Kelly had it. We certainly had a healthy Top Ten that year, but there was one other person on the show that season who I think had “it"—Tamyra Gray, who came in fourth. I thought she should have come in second.



straight outta da Dawg’s Mouth—tip 2





Think about it. You never see the stars sweat. And it they are a little nervous, you’ll never know it because they are prepared beyond belief. The ones who have “it” are never fidgeting onstage or forgetting their lyrics. They have it together.


If you’ve been rehearsing like crazy, practicing the same song over and over and getting yourself together, you may have slight jitters when you go on an audition or walk onstage, but because you are so beyond ready and so prepared, you’ll forget any nervousness and give your best performance. ft should be almost effortless at that point.


If you want to cut down on any audition or performance anxiety and be mentally prepared, you have to rehearse nonstop. Singing or playing should become second nature to you-like brushing your teeth. If you’re nervous about performing, then get out there and perform. Work out every kink so you can feel more prepared than ever. This will calm you down. And remember this: if your nerves are getting in the way of your performance, nobody’s going to see your “itness.” So practice as much as you can, Dawg.





I was hoping to see a standoff between Kelly and Tamyra, just like the standoff we had in the second season between Ruben Studdard, who won, and Clay Aiken, the runner-up. I thought Kelly and Tamyra were the two best singers and performers on the first Idol.


Tamyra had the look. The sound. The charisma. She had everything to me. She had “it.” She is a great example of someone who has what it takes to make it in the business.


On the night Tamyra lost, she had a terrible cold and couldn’t perform up to the level she had throughout the competition. She knew she wasn’t at her best. I think it bothered her and that led her to give a performance that wasn’t as good as the others she had given.


At that point in the contest, when the competition is so fierce, voters are looking for someone to make a mistake or give a bad performance. Many people who watch shows like this might think, “Oh, this person messed up. This person must not be that good.”


Even though Tamyra didn’t perform as well as she usually did and was eliminated, she still finished very high—in the Top 5. Of the hundreds of people who audition on Idol, very few get record deals. She did. So to me, she is one of the ones who has “it.”




Searching for the “it” in you





OK. NOW THAT YOU’RE CLEAR ON WHAT “IT” is and what stars have it and why, let’s talk about how you can tell if you have it and how to maximize whatever “itness” you may have. The “it” is the star in you. What you’re best at. Why people are drawn to you. This could be your voice, your personality or your dancing ability.


You may already have “it.” Well, good for you. But if you don’t have the whole package, then I’ll help you make the most of whatever “itness” you have.


 To figure out what the “it” is in you, you’ve got to play up your strengths. But you have to know what your strengths are. If you don’t, find an expert who can help you pinpoint your itness.


To find your strengths, you can ask yourself, “What do I do best? What do I sing best? What do I play best? Does it come easily to me? When I take lessons, do I sing and play amazingly well? Do I pick up things easily, like my daughter, who was able to hum the Brandy song back to me in the exact rhythm and key?”


It’s rare to be bom with true itness, like Elvis or Michael Jackson. But if you have some talent, you can work hard and develop it and possibly get somewhere with it. Many stars that you know and love have done that.


You need someone to tell it to you straight. To tell you if you have “it” or some part of it. Not your family. Not your friends. But a professional. A teacher. A musician. A singer. Somebody in the know who won’t lie to you because they don’t want to hurt your feelings.


If you don’t know anybody like this, then you have to go find them. Ask around. Ask your teachers at school who they would recommend. Ask a friend of the family. Make a few calls. Take the initiative. Take charge of your life.


When you meet with this teacher, musician, singer, etc., ask him or her what you need to work on. What you should do to improve. This may mean taking lessons. Studying music. Practicing. If you have the desire bad enough, you’ll do it, Dawg.


This person may say, “Your voice is hot. Your voice is the best thing about you. It needs work, but it’s good.” So that’s what you should be focusing on first. Let the voice be your guide. Work on your voice and try to improve everything else as much as you can.


Ruben and Clay let their voices guide them. The two of them are not runway models. Ruben is no Denzel. And Clay is no Brad Pitt, but it didn’t matter. Look how far their talent has taken them. They now have huge careers ahead of them.


So maybe you’re not some Tommy Hilfiger model. Maybe you don’t look like Britney Spears. Seek out other opportunities for your talent and let your talent be your guide.


You may say, “I’m an OK singer but I’m an incredible dancer and I’m drop-dead gorgeous.” Guess what? Look at all the former dancers who have made it big—Madonna. Paula Abdul. Jennifer Lopez. Seek out dancing as your guide and make the kind of music that allows you to show off your dancing prowess.




Forget the autograph





YOU MAY BE LUCKY ENOUGH TO RUN INTO someone famous—a producer, a star, a record exec, an American Idol judge, etc. Let them be your pro for the moment. But make sure to ask them constructive questions. At this stage, instead of walking up to them and saying, “Hey, sign me” or “Can I have your autograph?” or even “Listen to my demo"—'cause you ain’t ready yet to hand out any demos—ask them, “Yo, can I sing for you?” “Is my voice any good? If you were me, what would you do? What part of me would you focus on and sell?”


These are the kinds of questions that will help you get to the next level. So if you ever bump into Mariah, tell her you’re a budding singer and ask her, “What turned the key for you?”


Or if you see Brian McKnight, say, “Yo. What helped you most in your career?” Or you can ask Jonathan Davis from Korn, “What did you do that did the trick for you?”




You need more than “it” to make it





SO YO. SO YOU THINK THAT YOU HAVE a dope voice, a sexy look or a hot personality. You think you just may have what it takes to race up the charts and make it big. Hold on there. You’re not done yet. There are a few other things that you need to know.


To reach the top, you need to make sure that your psychological toolbox is well-equipped. You have to first ask yourself: Are you tough enough to stay in the game?


If you’re faint of heart and don’t take criticism well, you’re not gonna make it. Everyone will diss you before they love you. The public. Record executives. A&R reps. Producers. Friends. Family. The competition. Remember the phrase—only the strong survive.


People may diss you for all sorts of reasons. Jealousy. Ego. Their own insecurities. Or because they’re just plain mean.


You may hear things like, “Her hair is ugly. I hate his shoes. Her eyes are crooked. He can’t sing. She thinks that’s talent? She’s too fat. He’s too skinny. He’s so geeky. Look at his nose.” In this business, you may hear every negative comment known to man before you hear some positives.


Learning to take constructive criticism well is an important part of your journey. You definitely don’t know it all yet. Learn to listen intently to people you trust, take their advice and work on it. You want to know what people think of your performance. After all, this is a people business and you’re trying to get better, aren’t you?


Later on in the book, I’ll talk to you about how having confidence and conviction can help you learn to deal with rejection and criticism, constructive or otherwise. But for now, I’ll tell you that you have to get used to rejection. It’s going to come at you from all directions. It’s just part of the business. When you begin this journey, one of the tools you must have is a belief in yourself. You must have the eye of the tiger. That feeling that nothing is going to stop you if you truly have “it” or some part of “it.” The will to go on if somebody says they don’t like you. You always hear people say, “How bad do you want it?” Those are the people who get it. And that could be you, if you’ve got “it” and you’re willing to work hard for it.



straight outta da Dawg’s Mouth—tip 3





Keep in mind that everybody hears the disses. Celine heard them. Whitney heard them. Even Mariah. The biggest stars still hear negative things about themselves. But they keep going. They tune it out. And you need to do the same. Tune it out and keep going. Part of keeping it real means developing that tough skin. That’s got to be foremost in your mind at all times.


Remember, sticks and stones, man …







Can you hear the truth?





ON IDOL, SOME PEOPLE SAY SIMON IS THE more truthful judge and Paula and I are so nice. I take offense at this. This means people aren’t listening at all to what Paula and I say to the contestants.


You tell me which line is true:




A.     “Yo Dawg, that was not good,” which is what you’ve heard me tell contestants, or


B.     “That was appalling,” which you’ve heard Simon say.




Guess what, people? We are both saying the same thing. I guess it depends on how you want to hear your information—from the drill sergeant or from your Dawg.


On Idol, we have to give it to people straight. We’re trying to find the best undiscovered talent in America. I’ve told people on the show that singing isn’t what they should be doing with their lives. I’ve also told people they could have a career, but that they would have to work extremely hard to make it. I’ve also told people they’re not ready for this level yet.


Believe it or not, man, I know where you’re coming from in this department. I’ve sent demos around as a musician. I’ve auditioned. I’ll be honest here. I don’t care what people think about me or say about me because. I’m harder on myself than anybody. And I’m a realist. See, that’s the thing. You have to keep it real. Some of the things people will say, you’ll agree with. Some things you won’t.


Even so, people can say stupid things. It happens on Idol all the time. People who are auditioning will say to me, “God, you’re fat!”


No kidding. As if I don’t know that.


On one show, a kid who was pretty angry said, “I hate those judges. Randy is fat. Paula is just plain. And Simon’s an a—hole.”


Please.


We’ve already been there. Our skins are so thick it’s impossible to hurt us. You think I don’t have mirrors in my house? I know what I look like. I keep it real with myself, as I’m telling you to do. We’re not the ones up there auditioning. So guess what? The joke’s on you.


When someone lashes out like this, I can tell that that person is in trouble psychologically. They can’t take constructive criticism. Somebody telling them the truth.


In the 1992 movie A Few Good Men, Jack Nicholson’s character says, “You can’t handle the truth!” It’s true. Most people can’t, obviously. But you don’t want to be in that bunch. You want to hear the truth, accept it, understand it and correct the things that are wrong with you. You’ll notice that older people always say, “If I knew then what I know now …” That’s why you need other people’s objectivity about what you are doing. It’s what’s going to help you go to the top.


But you have to keep the criticism that’s coming your way in perspective. Here is where logic comes in. Logic needs to be a number-one part of your psyche. Your outlook should be 75 percent logical and 25 percent emotional. That’s not always easy to do. But you have to look objectively at what these people are saying. You want to develop your own talent before you let people drive you with words.


This doesn’t mean ignoring reality. If your teacher tells you to work on your vibrato—then work on your vibrato. But if someone is just talking to talk—dodge their negative vibes and just move on. Know who to pay attention to. Know the difference between when people are being vindictive and when they’re actually being helpful and truthful.


Experience will help you to figure out the difference between valuable advice and useless disses. But don’t worry. This will come with time as you make your way through the business.




Don’t be delusional





KEEP IN MIND THAT THERE’S A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN having self-esteem and being delusional. You hear us say the word on Idol all the time. When you’re delusional, you think you’re way, way, way better than you actually are. It means you have marginal talent but think you are the next Tupac, a true leader. The delusional ones—and you know who you are—think they’ve arrived when they haven’t. If you’re delusional, you’re kidding yourself.


Know how good you are. Know your strengths and weaknesses. It’s good to believe in yourself. That’s what’s going to help you go far in this business. But don’t believe you are better than you know you are. Remember to always keep it real with yourself.




Make sure you’re in this for the right reasons





EXACTLY WHY ARE YOU TRYING TO BREAK INTO the music biz? For the big house? To pick up chicks? To snag a rich husband? To become a millionaire? Are you keeping real for your game? If not, this is never going to happen for you.


People who are hungry, who really, really want this—and you gotta really, really want this, because it’s too much hard work otherwise—will stay in the game. Without the burning desire to make it, you’ll fizzle out.




You need a love of music





PEOPLE OFTEN SAY THAT WHAT YOU LOVE IS what you are probably going to be good at or what you’re most likely going to do with your life. If you really want to make it in this business, you have to marry music at an early age. You have to give your life to this. You have to do everything you can to try to better yourself and make it. If you don’t love music this much, then you are not going to win at this game.


As a kid, I loved music and fell more in love with it the more I played it. My main priority—what was most important to me—was how to get better and how to continue my enjoyment of it. As a result, music has been the center of everything that has happened to me in, my life and everything I’ve done, career-wise. Being a judge on Idol, for instance, came out of being a music professional. Every lucky break I’ve gotten has come through music. So really, music should be one of my first priorities.


Even though I’m telling you to focus on your music and improve your craft, you also have to remember to try to keep it all in perspective. It’s all about balance. You’re not going to be able to love music and your budding career 100 percent of the time. You can’t neglect your family, your friends, your education or your job, if you have one. Don’t get stupid about this journey. But stay focused.


And remember, while loving music with all your heart is a great start, it’s just the beginning.




Hanging in for the long haul





DAWG, ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT THINGS YOU need to have in this business is perseverance. We’re not sprinting here. This is a marathon. Do you have the perseverance to stay in the real game, no matter what? No matter who says what? No matter what goes on?


It’s not going to be easy. It means rehearsing as much as you can, two to four hours a day or more. Taking every gig, everywhere, so you can experience what it’s like to sing in front of people, to get over your stage fright and to try new ideas on the job.


It’s like putting yourself in a massive boot camp for life and thinking, “I can always improve. I can take constructive criticism well and use it.” It means asking for help along the way from professionals who know what they’re doing. If somebody says you sing out of tune—and that person has the qualifications to know what “out of tune” means—then listen to them. Your family and friends might have no idea what that means. They might not understand the mechanics.


I worked hard and persevered to get where I am today. Life is good. I’m not alone. Any successful entertainer out there has persevered. You don’t get to be Beyòncé, Iustin or Alicia and other big stars by not putting in the work. It took all of them a long time to get. to where they are. Rehearsing for four hours or more a day. Maybe dancing for five hours or more a day.


On many artists’ albums, they record their vocals on and off for months before they are done with the album vocally. Do you have the will to sing the same song in a studio for 10 hours a day? This is the kind of tenacity you’ll need to succeed in one of the most competitive businesses around. You need to work as hard as you can. As I said before, it ain’t gonna be easy. But it can be done.


As Thomas Jefferson said, “I’m a great believer in luck and I find the harder I work, the luckier I get.”




Keep reviewing





AS YOU MAKE YOUR WAY THROUGH THIS BOOK, if you lose your way at any point, go back to the previous chapters and read them over and over again until it all sinks in. Step back and try things from a new angle. Don’t give up. Just remember, these words of wisdom will not change. Each time you read them, you’ll have a different level of understanding. So let’s go, Dawg!




chapter two
Being Dawgmatic About Getting Your Skills Together


THE SUGGESTIONS I‘M MAKING TO YOU IN THIS book are some of the things I did to make it in the music business. My late father, Herman C. Jackson Sr., was an Exxon plant foreman. My mother, Julia Jackson, was a homemaker. My family didn’t have any connections in the business, so I made my own, starting when I was just a kid. I played everywhere possible, got to know as many people in the industry as I could and soaked up everything—things you should be doing as you get your music career going. Remember, you are a sponge right now.


In the next few pages, I’m going to tell you how I went from jamming on my mother’s front porch as a kid to playing with greats like Mariah Carey and *NSYNC. Some of the lessons I learned when I was coming up may help you as you make your way in the business.


If you know me, you know that music is in my blood. It always has been and always will be. Growing up in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, music was everywhere, dude. In the ‘hood where I lived. In clubs around town. In school. And definitely in church.


My brother, Herman Jr., and my sister, Sue Ann, always had some kind of music playing around the house. James Brown. Motown. The Supremes. And I lived in the South, so church music was a big part of my life. On Sundays, I heard people sing, with passion, soul and heart—not for money, but for God. That stuck with me.


My love for music began early. I started messing around with the saxophone, the guitar and the drums in grade school, experimenting with music. My brother had a band that would practice in my parents’ garage. Man, I loved listening to them. They moved and motivated me.


Another big influence in my life at the time was a bass player named Sammy Thornton. He and his band, Big Bo Melvin and the Nitehawks, used to rehearse on Sammy’s front porch around the corner from my house. They were unbelievable. The whole neighborhood would stand shoulder to shoulder, dancing and singing along as they played R&B and Top Forty hits into the night.
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