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    CHAPTER 1


    Careers Without College


    Who plays the music at a party, a club, or on the radio? Chances are, it is a DJ. A disc jockey is a person who provides music for an audience. Sometimes this audience is a small crowd, while at other times it is a group of people large enough to fill a concert hall. Radio DJs reach the largest audience because their shows are broadcast to anyone within several miles. As long as listeners are within range, they can tune in.


    “Being a DJ isn’t just a job. It’s a lifestyle,” Eric Tormen explains. With over twenty years of experience as a mobile and club disc jockey, Eric has a completely different schedule than the average person. “It’s a lot of late nights. Whether I’m working at a party or at a club, I usually don’t get home until well after midnight. Even after an event is over, I need to pack up all my equipment and drive home, which can take a long time.” Radio DJs can also have odd hours. “Do you ever listen to the radio while you are waking up in the morning?” Eric asks. “What you might not realize is that a radio DJ is providing that music for you and has probably already been at the station for a few hours.”
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      DJ Kool Herc is credited with starting hip-hop music in the early 1970s. He was the first DJ to isolate the instrumental portion of the record, which emphasized the drum beat—the “break”—and switch from one break to another. This breakbeat DJing, using hard funk, rock, and records with Latin-music beats, formed the basis of hip-hop music. Kool Herc’s DJ style was then adopted by other great DJs such as Afrika Bambaataa and Grandmaster Flash.

    


    
      The History of DJs


      For much of the twentieth century, all music was stored on records—vinyl discs with grooves in them “read” by a needle. The earliest DJs switched between songs by changing records on their turntables. A truly talented DJ might even “scratch,” or push a record underneath the needle to make a scratching noise as the audio on the record was forced to play very fast. If this was done in rhythm with the music, it made a sound that people liked.


      Eventually, compact discs (CDs) were developed, and DJs used these instead. Today, almost all music is stored electronically on a computer. A DJ will still use a turntable to control the music, but this turntable acts more like a controller than a player. However, vinyl records are becoming more popular again today, and most artists release their music on records as well as CDs. Thanks to how much technology has advanced, a DJ has more options today to choose from.

    


    Being a DJ requires a lot of time and dedication. You can’t become successful overnight, but if you work very hard, it can pay off. Because you don’t need a college degree, you must be able to prove how good you are based on your skill alone. “The real challenge is showing that you are better than the average DJ,” Eric insists. “You need to make a name for yourself if you really want to go somewhere. If people like what they hear, you are more likely to be recommended and called again.” In the world of entertainment, this is known as networking.
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      A DJ needs a certain kind of personality. He can’t be shy!

    


    In addition to the technical skill required, DJs must also feel comfortable with talking to a lot of different people. “Being shy is not an option,” Eric warns. “No matter what, you’re going to have to interact with people.” Radio DJs will take calls and perform interviews on air. Party DJs might also act as an MC, or master of ceremonies. The MC speaks with the crowd and encourages them to get out on the dance floor. In many cases, the MC is the “life of the party.” Even if a concert DJ doesn’t speak to the audience, he or she must still perform for a lot of different people. Just like a musician, a DJ must know how to deal with stage fright.


    A Changing Industry


    As an entertainer, a DJ relies completely on music, and music is constantly changing. A song that is popular this week might not be remembered in a few years. When asked how many songs a DJ needs to have, Eric Tormen says, “I have thousands of songs on my computer. Some are decades old and others just came out yesterday. You never know what song people will want to hear, and a good DJ is always ready for anything. Telling someone I don’t have a song is unacceptable.”


    Updating his music collection isn’t the only thing Eric needs to worry about. “Every day, other DJs are coming up with new techniques on how they play music. Sometimes it’s hard to keep up. Just switching from one song to another is never enough. If people wanted to just listen to music, they could do that at home. DJs are expected to give a performance.”
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      A nightclub DJ often “performs” as well as plays music.

    


    The most talented live DJs “mix” music on the spot. This involves interacting two completely different songs while playing them. For example, a DJ might use the background music from one song and the vocals from another one. “An audience enjoys when a DJ mixes music because the music is completely unique,” Eric explains. “It is something that has only been played there, and will never be played quite the same way again.” In this way, a DJ is also partially a musician and producer. A DJ might even take it a step further by adding in “samples” of an additional song. Samples are usually very short audio clips and might consist of a short word or a catchy sound.
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