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CHAPTER ONE

Choosing to Make an Album







I don’t think I create anything. I’m a receiver. Songs are
zooming through this room right now, and if I had a guitar
I’d sit around and play for a bit; I’d catch one. The idea of
creation, I leave that to God.

—Keith Richards, The Rolling Stones



All musicians have an album in them. As kids, they all sat there practicing their instruments for hours on end, making music. The goal wasn’t necessarily to play stadiums or release platinum albums; the goal was to make music.

“When I started playing guitar, I didn’t really start playing to make a career out of it. I started to play because I thought it was so cool, what Jimi Hendrix was doing on guitar,” observes Metallica’s Kirk Hammett. “I never gave music as a career much serious thought, until three or four years of playing guitar. I decided I didn’t really want to do anything else but play guitar. It was either make money working at Burger King, or play guitar. I played guitar while I worked at Burger King. Then I started playing guitar all the time and I haven’t stopped yet.”

If you’re a musician making music, recording an album is a perfectly natural progression. Get it down on disc, and save it for prosperity, so people can be listening to it two hundred years from now, like Mozart.

Music is about getting heard. And after you’ve been making music for a while, and realize that the talent goes far beyond your bedroom, you want to get out there and share your songs.

If you want to share your music, there are two ways you can do it. The first is by playing live gigs, hearing the cheers of the audience, figuring out by the response what works and what doesn’t. The second way is by taking a stab at immortality and making an album. Certainly Johann Sebastian Bach never thought people would be listening to his music two hundred fifty years after he wrote it. Elvis Presley could have only hoped that his music would live long beyond his lifetime. You never know if people are going to embrace your art. Making and Marketing Music: The Musician’s Guide to Financing, Distributing, and Promoting Albums will show you the easiest, most economical ways to make an album and get it heard. A common thread that you’ll find is that among many successful musicians, having a successful band is a natural evolution that comes from making music together.

Brad Delson, guitarist for the multiplatinum, cross-genre, Grammy Award–winning band Linkin Park, highlights, “We started doing our music for fun, just as friends in Mike [Shinoda]’s bedroom. We really didn’t plan on being a band. Eventually, we got a publishing deal and things just started to happen. When we realized this was more than just a hobby, we decided—just like everything else that you really are passionate about—let’s do the best job that we can.

“We now have a lot of great people working on our team. From our manager, Rob McDermott at Andy Gould Management, to our record company, Warner Bros., our attorney, our business manager—we really have a great team of people around us, helping us to run our business. We all work together.

“We pay attention to people and read up on stuff and really take an active roll in not just our creative life, but also our business life. When you relinquish too much control to other people, they can really pervert and distort your goals and your artistic vision, so it is important to have your business life in order.”

■ When Do You Make an Album?

At what point in your or your band’s musical evolution do you choose to make an album? Dumb question? Maybe, maybe not. It depends upon when you have something to say that’s worth listening to.

Fans of Boston-based alternative metal moshers Godsmack started asking for an album. As Godsmack vocalist Sully Erna shares:

“We kept hearing from people coming to our live shows that if we had a CD they would buy it; we only had this three-song sample cassette. We basically said, how much would it cost? I started asking around, and we ended up borrowing $2,500 off of a friend. There was this guy, Andrew Murdoch, who I had worked with before. He ended up hooking us up in his studio.

“He said, ‘How many songs do you have?’

“I said, ‘About eleven.’

“He goes, ‘I’ll do this for you.’

“I told him in return, ‘If it goes well, we’ll cut you in as a coproducer on the record and give you a couple of points. If it doesn’t, we banged it out in a weekend, so it’s not like you lost a lot of studio time.’

“When we got our deal, I never thought they’d use the record; I thought they’d rerecord. But they seemed to like the production enough that they remastered it and put some new artwork on it.”

Were you surprised that you had made an album-quality release for $2,500?

SE: Yes, I was. I thought it sounded great. I was happy with it. The rest of the band was happy with it, but you really don’t know. Remastering it thickened it up quite a bit, but all and all, it’s the same record.

And how did you go about getting your record heard?

SE: For a while we were beating the clubs up in New England. When we made the CD, we passed it around to all the radio stations in our area and kept our fingers crossed because we didn’t know anyone. About a month later, a guy named Rocco, who’s a deejay at WAAF [a Boston rock music station, at 107.3 FM], called me up, along with the programming director. They said, “We got your record. We listened to it. IT’S GREAT! We want to get behind you guys, support you, make this thing happen.”

So Rocco started plugging Godsmack every single night. From there, we called a bunch of stores and tried to stick it in here and there. There was this one local chain called Newbury Comics that had about eighteen stores in New England, and there was one consignment person who dealt with all eighteen stores, and that was easy. A lot of the other stores had one consignment person per store. The consignment person, Beth, took it in. She said, “I’ll help you guys out, send me fifty copies of your album.” And when the fifty went, she’d reorder another fifty.

Then, things started to build on top of each other. Because the airplay was doing well, the live shows would pick up and because the live shows would pick up, more CDs would sell, and it just kept snowballing until we were selling, like 1,000 records a week. Nearly 20,000 CDs were sold before we were signed.

It was the help of a couple key people like Andrew, Rocco, and Beth that took to us when nothing was happening. These people took a chance on it and it paid off. I can’t thank them enough for what they’ve done for us. All that was before our manager, Paul Geary, stepped in and brought Godsmack to a whole other level.

■ Evolution of an Album

When you are ready to make an album is your own best guess. There is no the-time-is-right-to-make-a-record cliché; each situation tends to be unique. If you’ve got twelve songs that work together as a whole, then you’re just about there. Do some preproduction on what kind of instrumentation you want to use—how you would make the song come alive.

“Then you figure out what instruments you want to bring in, and if you have the budget for it,” explains soundtrack producer Fletcher Beasley. “As you figure your budget, you have to figure, Okay, I want to use cello, viola, violin, contrabass, taiko drums, and I’d like to have at least two taiko drum players, even though ideally I’d like to have five. Then there’s bamboo flute on it, and that’s essential.”

So you know how you’d do it. The next question to ask yourself is why you want to make an album:

•   Artistic satisfaction?

•   Because people need to hear your music?

•   To inflate your ego and get laid?

If your answer has anything to do with your music being heard by other people, then ask yourself one further question:

•   If you make an album, will anybody care?

“You know the old adage: If a tree falls in the woods and nobody is there to hear it, does it make a noise?” asks Alex Van Halen, drummer for the seminal American rock band Van Halen. “A song is only half-written unless somebody else hears it. That’s important. Yes, you have to satisfy your own creative urges, but without somebody else hearing it, what’s the point?”

■ It’s the Songs

What it takes to make an album is good songs. A good song is an obvious commodity. You can tell a great song on the worst four-track demo or the finest sixteen-track studio recording. Think about whether every song is of the caliber of “Can’t Stop, Won’t Stop,” “Drift Away,” or “The Boys of Summer.” Explore whether you are creating something that’s unique and desirable; or is it just a raucous tape of you and your buddies getting their rocks off?

What makes a song great? Again, it varies. It could be a riff, a chorus, a strong vocal, an attitude, a strong lyric, a personality, or just something that sticks with you. You can’t explain what a great song is, but you know it when you hear it.

“When I heard ‘Novocain for the Soul,’ on the Eels’ demo, it was obvious that it was a great song,” recalls Lonn Friend, former vice president of A&R West Coast for Arista Records. “The ‘Novocain’ on the record was very much the ‘Novocain’ we heard on the demo. Very little was done to that. I listened to that demo over and over and over again, and I believe, to this day, we should have signed that act.”

When you write songs, have a reason for writing the song—a riff, a melody line, a rhythm—something magic that appeals to people. Don’t reach. Write songs you can sing. If you don’t have enough of the right material, there’s no reason to make a record. When you’re finished, you should at least have something that’s worth selling. You’re not going to do a second CD if nobody liked the first one, unless you want to keep putting out bad CDs.

■ Biff Butler: Understanding Your Audience

Eclectic British metal band Apartment 26 blends hard rock, drum ‘n’ bass, and rave elements into their aggressive sound. Vocalist Biff Butler is the son of Black Sabbath bassist Geezer Butler.

Did musical chemistry come quickly to the members of Apartment 26?

BIFF BUTLER: In our first two years, we probably wrote three or four albums, worth of material. There’s a whole collection we refer to as “Album 1.5.” Wrote all that, scrapped the whole thing. There are film school–like things and other instrumental projects. We do have a load of songs.

Musically, you took a big step between your first record, Hallucinating, to your second album, Music for the Massive.

BB: We didn’t really want to alienate our fans from the first record, but back then we were blissfully ignorant in that we just did whatever made sense to us. During our time off after the Ozzfest, we decided to put our heads down and learn our craft. We did well on our first album, but we don’t want to make that album part two. We thought, if we’re going to remain young and we’re not going to go to college and we’re going to do this stuff, we should really be good at what we do. Like on the first album, I said, I’m not really a singer, I’m just a vocalist, but now I say I’m a singer because I have paid attention to how one sings. And everyone else in the band, now, each of our musicians is pretty spot on.

■ Share Your Ideas

Most of your songs need to reach a certain level of maturity before you can record them. You need to hear them over and over and over again. Rehearse, gig, entertain or bore your friends—writing a song is all about making it interpretable to many sets of ears.

Play your music; play it for everybody you know. Appreciate the feedback. The bulk of your songs will not be great after the first pass. Ask your friends for help and direction. You may get some weird responses, but some will be very helpful. Matthew will tell you, “Connect with the dark side of the force, Luke. You’re too in touch with your feminine side.” Doug might comment, “You need to add backbeat.” Diana will say it needs some brio. Lois will tell you that the melody needs more balance.

Maybe you don’t want the opinion of every Tom, Dick, and Diana, but do play your songs for people who know something about music and might have something constructive to say. Play for the people whose opinion you respect.

Pay particular attention to the feedback you get regarding song structure; remember, the melodies are key.

[image: images] COMMIT IT TO MEMORY: A strong melody is quintessential to a great song.

Production should be competent. It is actually not all that consequential, because if your music is picked up by a label, inevitably your Artist & Repertoire contact (the person who signs you) will want to bring in more ears to spice up your music and make it work with the current sound.

“Worry about the songs, not the execution,” confirms Kathy Callahan, senior director of western regional sales at BMG Music. “You will probably end up changing it when the A&R people get their hands on your record. If a label is going to put your album out, the A&R people will always have a theme of how they’d like to make things sound. If they’re really interested in the songs, they like to bring in their own producers.”

A good song is all about melody, but what does it sound like? That’s an arbitrary decision. All music sounds different. Everyone in the industry has a different opinion on what a single sounds like. One thing people do agree on is that good songs have something that you remember—a riff, a hook, a line, a chorus.

Producer Chuck Plotkin, who has worked with people like Bruce Springsteen, says that there’s a guideline for writing a popular hit song. You write forty songs, four of them make the cutting board, and one of them may be a hit. So, you need to write forty songs before you get to your single, if you’re shooting for singles.

Keep in mind, forty songs doesn’t mean, We’re jamming today, this is cool, I should remember this—and a song is born. A good music session does not a great song make, most of the time. Remember, good tunes survive the test of time; Aerosmith’s “Dream On” sounds as good now as it did in 1974. If you go to play your newly composed tune again and you can’t remember it, then maybe it’s not worth remembering. It takes time, a lot of time, to write an album’s worth of good tunes.

“Some of these songs go back to the Dog album; Alice in Chains didn’t want to use them,” observes Alice in Chains guitarist Jerry Cantrell about the material for his first solo effort, Boggy Depot. “That’s okay with me, they had that right. I was writing lots of songs in the time we had off, because I’d known that I wanted to do this record for a long time.”

For some people, it’s easy to write a song. There’s a certain rhythm to it; that rhythm flows into verses and choruses, hills and valleys. There’s a unified theme that runs through it—like a river through the countryside. There’s a consistency to their writing style which naturally yields a consistency in their music. Other people compose sporadically, when the urge hits them.

What works totally depends on the type of music you’re making. Sure, radio friendly pop and rock is about tightly constructed, catchy tunes, but if you’re doing ambient, world music, new age, jazz, classical, or jungle, there aren’t any singles, per se. Radio stations that indulge in formats beyond Top 40 will play what they want to play off of the album. If you feed them a single, these radio stations will most likely reject it and play another track from the album.

Once your music is purchased, you have no idea what’s going to happen to your tunes. Be prepared. Get your songs together; make sure that they are strong; make sure that they work. When you’ve got a whole lot of them that work well together, maybe then you’re ready to do a CD.

■ When Are You Ready?

How do you know when you’re ready to do a CD? You’re ready to do a CD when you’re not struggling to find songs. Think about doing an album when you have more good songs than you need for recording a CD, so you’re not trying to fit in two or three last songs just to get the CD done. A lot of people are in a rush to get the project done, and if they would have waited six months, they would have had better songs.

Making a record is clearly a question of material—you have to have the songs. For example, way back in the mid-nineties when Hanson went into the studio to record their first major album, they had already written two hundred songs.

“We wrote two albums, Load and Reload, at the same time, and all the songs were recorded at the same time,” offers Metallica drummer Lars Ulrich. “There was really no debate about what was going to be on one and what was going to be on two, because we culled those songs down from more than fifty pieces we had written. Six months into recording the project we realized we had enough strong material for two albums. We decided that the songs that were going to be on the first Load record were the songs that were the furthest along. We chose the songs that had finished lyrics and completed solos. The thirteen songs that are on the Reload release were written and recorded at the same time, but they needed more work—mostly vocals and guitar overdubs.”

■ Define the Term “Album”

What is an album? A very easy question, and yet a very difficult one. An album is a set of songs, sure … but it’s much more than that. An album defines your musical sensibilities at this moment in history. You’re about to create something that will live on forever. It’s a pretty weighty responsibility if you think about it.

“What gives an album its uniqueness is where it is at in the scheme of your music-making career,” notes Oded Noy, a Java developer and musician who has done a number of solo projects. “Each song is an experience in time, but the whole album together is an experience in time within itself; it has to tell a certain story.”

An album is a set of songs that work together to make a united whole. It needs to have a style. Take groups like Nelly, Linkin Park, Pearl Jam, and Counting Crows—they each have their own unique style. Pearl Jam is renowned for angry and angst-driven rock. Counting Crows lean toward mellow-tempo, melancholy melodies. Counting Crows don’t venture into a lot of other areas. There’s a distinct style to their music; they don’t try and do a reggae song or a hard rock song and a pop song. They are who they are; they don’t try to be all things to all people.

■ A Unified Whole

Not only do your songs have to be good; they have to be unified. You need to know the focus of the CD, and what the CD should be about. A CD can have anywhere from eight to fifteen songs. Keep in mind that some songs probably don’t translate well from one medium to another. As a composer, when you write a song, you sit with your instrument and play the song the way you would hear the song. Taking the song from an intimate composition to a popular-style listening arrangement is another thing altogether.

What is popular music? Vangelis, Space, Prodigy, Pink Floyd, Enya, the Wallflowers—all of them can fall into the realm of popular music. If people listen to it and it’s popular, then it’s a pop song.

“You have to let the music flow, let the music take on a life of its own,” observes guitar god Edward Van Halen.

Figure you need ten good songs to think about making a record. Once you have ten songs, the goal is to write four more songs that make sense and work with the rest.

When you’re writing an album, each song is only a portion of the larger opus. Look at the big picture—imagine this big body of work in your head before you record your album.

■ The Feel of the Music

There are two types of musicians: (1) People who play out a lot, and (2) People who stay home and get technical.

The musician who gigs has a band that plays and plays and plays, modifying and refining the song as they go along. Playing a tune for an audience and shaping it according to audience reaction is how they prepare to record in a studio.

Technical types want to be in a studio recording music; they want to be engineers. Musicians who go the studio route rack up credits quickly. Get a job at a busy studio, and within a few years you have a résumé of three hundred albums you’ve worked on.

In a band, the producer just tends to evolve out of the situation. One guy has a good set of ears, so he steps into the role. As a growing musician, at some point you may well cross the line and become a musician/engineer/producer. It’s a natural progression. Over the years, as you go through the ranks of the music industry, you naturally evolve from one role into another. And when you pick up something new, it’s quite possible that you leave another part of yourself behind.

“I tried to write, but I was expected to be the engineer because I was good at that,” observes Oded Noy about his seven years of playing with the same guys. He has worked on more than ten albums, but is currently creating his first solo project. “I didn’t write any music, but I learned a lot about music by producing. That was okay. I always knew how to play; now it’s time to figure out what it is I want my music to sound like.”

Your band needs a technical guy, particularly if it’s on a budget. If you are the technical one, when you go into the studio to record, you will be wearing two hats, that of a musician and that of an engineer/producer. You need to evolve into this cool species. You learn how to make your music sound exactly the way you envision it in your head. You become an engineer/producer by just doing it.

Being a musician and a producer means being accomplished enough in both fields to make the two meet and compliment each other. It takes maturity to figure out and create your band’s image in the studio; it requires the same sort of contemplation as figuring out when you have enough material to make an album.

Keep in mind: If you’re a prolific writer, you’re producing material. You’re not going to want to do the rock star thing forever, so think about publishing. That way, after you get tired of being in a band, you can still stay in the music business by producing for other bands, by giving them your songs. You’ll be able to live off the publishing long after you’ve lost the taste for hanging out with bands. If you get publishing royalties on everything that you’ve worked on, you eventually end up making a living on it before any one songwriter does.

■ Ozzy Osbourne: The Theme of an Album

When Ozzy Osbourne, the godfather of heavy metal and husband of talk show hostess Sharon Osbourne, was working on his 2001 release, Down to Earth, we talked about how to create the theme of an album.

You’ve been recording for more than thirty years. How do you keep fresh?

OZZY OSBOURNE: The album cover is me in a military coat walking through a forest, and it’s foggy and it changes a little bit and in the end there’s a series of photographs. The album sleeve has this invisible alien weird thing. I looked at the artwork and I thought to myself, “What am I going to call this release?” I was thinking of all kinds of sci-fi names, and I suddenly sat down and said, “Okay, where did it all begin for me? Black Sabbath.” Then I said, “Was there anything before that?” I realized, well, yeah, we were called “Earth.” So I started singing “Down to Earth,” and I said, that’s it, Down to Earth. The front cover looks like an alien come down to earth, and it’s always down to earth when I started playing music; and I like to think of myself as a down-to-earth kind of guy. Then people were saying there was a Rainbow album called Down to Earth, there was a movie called Down to Earth. So what?

The songs on Down to Earth—what are they about, and what do they mean to you?

OO: Whatever I think about it, why should I spoil someone’s fantasy? Some of them are pretty straightforward, like “Dreamer.” It’s like an Ozzy version of the John Lennon song, “Imagine.” “Gets Me Through” is pretty straightforward. “Junkie” is straightforward. It’s about heroin and how disgusting it is. But there are other songs where you can make your own mind up of what they’re about, so you leave a bit of an enigma to it. Not like I was walking down the road and a pot of paint fell on my head, so I decided to go, “The sky is blue on my head today.” In the past, when I heard songs that I really liked, I used to wonder what the composer must have been thinking about … Once on a Frank Zappa album, he sang a song about dental floss, and I was thinking I knew what it was all about—it was all about cocaine. So when I met Frank Zappa, I said, “You know that song “Dental Floss”? Was it about cocaine?”

Zappa said, “No.”

So I asked, “What was it about?”

Zappa said, “Dental floss.”

And I went, “Ohhhh….” And I thought that I really like what I imagined the song to be about instead.

It took you four years to get this album out….

OO: It didn’t take me four years to record the album; I did it in small spurts. The Ozzfest always throws a kind of spanner in the works because I have to stop being creative and go back on the road and do a Sabbath tour, and so on and so forth. On the Ozzfest tour, between performing with Black Sabbath and my band, I was doing two shows at one gig—that was killer. Then I did a tour with Black Sabbath, then I did the Ozzfest with my own band, and in between I was trying to find out whether Black Sabbath and I could do an album together. And meanwhile I’m trying to get a solo album out.

I must confess, had it not been for producer Tim Palmer, this album would never have been made. He was so patient with me. Tim did a lot of constructive work on the album; I didn’t push the buttons. He’d just say, “We’ll sing this, and we’ll try this and we’ll try that.” He was really a producer in the truest sense of the word; even though you can wear two hats at the same time, you’re not going to get the same effects. Some people can have two bands at the same time; I don’t know how they do that. How can you do two different projects without sounding similar on each one?

■ Steve Addabbo: Producer Talk

Steve Addabbo, a producer with his own studio, Shelter Island Sound in New York City, established his niche by finding artists like Suzanne Vega and Shawn Colvin early in their careers. He nurtured these artists along, working on their early recordings and helping to establish them as successful artists with successful careers in music.

What turns you on to an artist?

STEVE ADDABBO: With Suzanne Vega, there was a uniqueness to her guitar style and her voice that I was drawn to; I thought there was a different point of view about lyric writing. The songs seemed to be very fresh, very new at that point—1983, 1984. With Shawn Colvin, there was this incredible emotional voice that you had to be fairly deaf not to get. There was an attitude there and a longing in her voice, and I just connected with it immediately.

How many artists do you get to see? What made you choose these two?

SA: A lot of artists come by. People are constantly looking to have you get them a record deal or work with them and help them develop their music. There’s a constant flow—four to five serious demos every week. A lot of unsolicited material comes through, and it’s hard to get the time to even listen to it. Most of the demos I listen to come from word of mouth, people I know, that kind of thing.

Do most producers find their own acts and develop them?

SA: There are all different types of producers. Some producers work with established artists, Bonnie Raitt and people of that caliber. There’s guys like me who have made their way finding new stuff and bringing it to the label. Everyone dreams of finding a new phenomenon, developing it and having it hit.

What’s the difference between recording an artist and recording a band?

SA: I enjoy working with self-contained bands. There you’re trying to capture a vibe between people who have been working together. With someone like Suzanne Vega or Shawn Colvin—where you’re putting people into the studio around her—it’s interesting because you have more choice. Suzanne is very much a solo artist, and you add stuff around her. You can say, I hear a trumpet player on that song; then you hire a drummer for something else. It’s a freeflowing thing, and it’s certainly more expensive because you’re paying the musician union scale.

A self-contained band will pretty much do whatever they have to do to get the record done.

■ Budgeting the Project

When it comes to budgeting your album, there are two areas to take into consideration—time and money. You might think that you have all the time in the world to do an album, but you don’t.

“We like to have the stuff written before we go into the studio, because then we can work on musicality and dynamics and things like that instead of being forced to write in the studio,” notes Mark Janowski of Sister Hazel, a platinum act on Universal Records. “We’ve only sold a million records; it’s not like we’ve sold eight million records and have all the money in the world.”

An easy way to budget the project is to figure out approximately how many hours it will take to do each song. A bit of advice: be safe; overestimate so you won’t go over budget and spend more money than you actually have. Allocate money for your engineering, your studio time, and your musicians.

“We spent a relatively short time in the studio recording Mr. Funny Face,” notes Steve Summers of Sprung Monkey. “It was probably a little over three weeks total, one of the weeks being preproduction. We went in for a week, then came back for two weeks.”

If your musicians are not really good in the studio, it can take a long time to lay down a track, particularly for the drummer. The drummer is key because he lays down the beat. Sometimes you have drummers that play well live, yet they can’t keep rhythm when they go into the studio. Situations like this cause a lot of problems and can cause the budget to skyrocket. When you’re calculating, be generous. Figure how long it takes to lay down a drum track … and keep in mind, it can take all day to lay down a drum track.

Another frequent problem with recording is singers who can’t sing on pitch. Sure, they sound great live, and are very dynamic to look at, but the studio is a whole different thing.

[image: images] A BIT OF ADVICE: Be safe; overestimate so you won’t go over budget and spend more money than you actually have.

Variables, such as band members who are unable to adapt to the environment, can run up the cost. But they’re not the only expenses; there are dozens of others, as well as numerous unforeseen variables. For instance, what happens if you don’t like the way the music sounds after you’ve mixed it? Don’t be harsh and jump to conclusions right away. If you’re not thrilled with the sound, leave it standing for a day with all the dials up. Then, come back to it and reanalyze how you feel about the mix.

You’ll inevitably have some unforeseen expense when you create your album. Take your time and enjoy each step—that way you’ll most likely end up with a product that you’re proud to have created.

■ Preproduction: Live versus Studio

“Playing live or recording in the studio are kind of one and the same, because we play live in the studio,” notes Edward Van Halen. “It blows my mind when you walk into a session and there’s one guy playing and you’re like, ‘You guys don’t even play together? Aren’t you a band?’ We play together, but I’m in the control room, Al is in the drum room, bass is usually direct.”

How much preproduction do you have to do? If you’re Van Halen and you have a studio in your home compound, you don’t have to worry much about preproduction; you just go in and jam. If you’re a regular band and you’re paying for every moment, think a bit more.

Playing live is different than recording, though both processes can be equally enjoyable.

“They’re both really special experiences,” notes Stone Temple Pilots bass player Rob DeLeo. “Being able to interpret your music in a studio is a thing in its own. Live performance is really best because you have people reacting to your work, giving you feedback. Live is just a better way to interpret your art.”

If you haven’t had a lot of experience in the studio, you’ll find the original composition takes on a completely different tone in the recording studio. You need to know how it’s going to sound. Songs that sound good live sometimes don’t sound good on tape. The production values are different.

If you’re a live band, test the songs out first in performance. See how they sound; see how the audience reacts. Then preproduce the song on a little eight-track; listen and see what works. Then try the song again. Go back and forth. You can make changes before you go into the studio. Sometimes the song has just been written, and you haven’t really lived with it long enough to make a good recording. You just play it a few times, get a response and make some changes.

■ Goals for This Project

“When we all walk out of the studio, we’re happy amongst ourselves,” notes Edward Van Halen. “If we touch somebody else, mission accomplished.”

If you’ve been around the music industry for any length of time, you know that the first time you do something it’s the luck of the draw. It is whatever it is—you never know if you’re going to turn out to be Alanis Morissette, Hootie and the Blowfish, Lode, or Polara. For many musicians, the goal is the incentive to do a second album.

“I want to get my music across to enough people so that it totally inspires me to do a second album,” observes Oded Noy. “It would truly please me for people to listen to Dance of Love. In that respect, my goals are more about composition and production.”

What your goals are really depends upon who you are. Some artists are born with a voice, something they need to say. Other musicians are nineteen-year-old guys who just want to get chicks, be really famous, and make lots of money. You’ve got to decide.

If you’re making a record, you want it to do something. If your first album doesn’t do anything besides sit on the shelf, the second album is going to be really hard to create. If you want to make albums, you need people to be able to hear and buy them. Your goal should be simple: Generate enough momentum with this album so there’s no question that the next album will follow.

Of course, there are exceptions. The easy-listening artist Yanni did four albums before he sold any records. He had four albums that shipped less than fifty thousand units before he met actress Linda Grey, who got him connected. Yanni went on Oprah, secured a public broadcasting special, and became what seemed like an “overnight success.” Ironically, Yanni would have been considered a flop in most businesses, but he kept working at it and ended up having huge success.

A lot of success in the music business has to do with finding the right people who will stay dedicated to you. When you create your team, choose people who will be with you for the long haul. When you make your album deal, try to make a deal that’s for more than one album—that way, you have a chance to develop as an artist.

■ Billy Howerdel: Guitarist for A Perfect Circle

A Perfect Circle is the arc of the alt-metal art rock style popularized by its core influence, Tool. Formed by Tool vocalist Maynard James Keenan and former Tool guitar tech Billy Howerdel, A Perfect Circle is less dark and more melodic and ambient. Both Tool and A Perfect Circle have sold millions of albums and are highly regarded by fans and musicians.

Fill us in. How did A Perfect Circle come into being?

BILLY HOWERDEL: I remember meeting Maynard in 1992. I was working for Fishbone and Tool was opening for Fishbone. We became friends. When I bumped into Maynard in ’95, I was looking for a place to live and he had an extra room, so we became roommates. I was continuing to work on music. I’d saved up enough money to pay rent for a year, and I wanted to focus on writing songs. Maynard heard them and said, “I can hear myself singing on them,” and that’s how A Perfect Circle came about.

Maynard has two successful bands—Tool and A Perfect Circle. Is it difficult to wait for him when he’s working with Tool?

BH: I wait because I knew that going into it. Maynard always claims it’s like having two children. You don’t treat one better than the other. You give equal duty to each. In the meantime, I’ll sit and write the songs. I’ll work on stuff forever and they’re waiting around for Maynard to get done.

How does A Perfect Circle’s songwriting process work? Do you write the music and then let Maynard add the lyrics at a later date?

BH: I’ll give Maynard a song, he either likes it or doesn’t, and we go from there. On the second record, I had a lot more critiquing, which is why Maynard is credited as executive producer on the record. He made the executive decisions on how he wanted the record to sound. I don’t know if he had a clear picture of what he wanted it to sound like, but rather, what he didn’t want it to sound like. From there, we kind of took it bit by bit. The whole project was about six months of concentrated work, which spread over two-and-a-half years for me. But it’s okay, because as long as I’m willing to wait, Maynard is willing to do another record.
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CHAPTER TWO

Getting Started: Who and What You Need to Know







Music is an unspoken language that’s felt more than it’s
understood, and I love that. It’s like, before there was a
God, people looked at the sunset and thought it was God,
because it was such a phenomenal sight. I like how songs
affect people the way a sunset or holding a child would. It’s
a wonderful thing to have in your memory. And every time
you sing it, it evokes the same feelings you had the first time
you heard it. The creator—or Jesus or Yahweh or Buddha
or Allah—is still a creative force, and those who create, I
think, are closest to what spirituality means.

—Steven Tyler, Aerosmith



So, you’ve decided to do an album. Congratulations—may you follow in the footsteps of Aerosmith and Britney Spears, sell many millions of copies, and experience mass acceptance of your music beyond your wildest fantasies. Now that we’ve gotten the praise and accolades out of the way, it’s time to get down to business—how are you going to make your album?

You’ve obviously figured out the time parameters for creating something like this; now it’s time to tackle the other details. Whose help do you need? How much is it going to cost? You have to tackle all these quandaries before you get down to the actual process of making music.

■ Smells Like Money

Every daddy with the desire has found some way to afford doing a record. You can, too. You don’t necessarily have to pocket the whole project, but be prepared to put in some up-front money so you have something to present to the people with fat checkbooks.

If you’ve got the product, getting money is all in the presentation. Act like a winner and people will treat you as such. Step one is to figure out which people you will need to help you record your album. Step two is surround yourself with a good team.

[image: images] COMMIT IT TO MEMORY: Don’t act needy.

Sure, the five figures you need to properly do an album would be a blessing and a godsend that could possibly change your life, but desperation scares secure people away. Be strong. Your energy will make them aware of the fact that they are investing in a good product with a healthy potential for return. Keep in mind that finance people are not about art so much as they are about money. Talk to them in dollar signs, not chord structures. There is a business to having a successful band. You need to be aware of the rules of this game to truly succeed.

■ Choosing Your Lawyer

If you can be like that artist they once called Prince and do all the creative aspects of making and marketing a record yourself, then more power to you. Even if you don’t need help recording (and that would make you extremely special, indeed), you need people on the outside working on your behalf.

Say you plan to raise money to record your disc. That’s great, but when someone gives you a check for $10,000, what are you going to do? Say thanks and walk away? Don’t think so. You need somebody to help you negotiate your album, write up an agreement, book your gigs, help with your equipment, and act as if they’re on your side.

“You might want to do it all yourself, but it’s so hard to do absolutely everything yourself,” notes Carl Bell, guitarist and songwriter for Fuel, a band that has gone from releasing their own records to having a successful career with the Sony subsidiary label, 550 Music. (Fuel share their success story later in the chapter.) “It’s all very political. If you don’t go through the proper channels, the powers that be can nix the whole thing for you and not let you get the proper gigs. We’ve been very fortunate in meeting a lot of good people who have really been supportive.”

You don’t need to start with a lot of people. One technical person and a business guy or two working on your behalf is a great starting team. You grow from there. When an artist is fully loaded with all the people on her team and payroll, she’s going to have a record company, a publishing company, a manager, an agent, a business manager (that’s really an accounting company), a lawyer, and sometimes a road manager and/or a personal manager.

None of these people are difficult to find. When they’re hungry and building clientele, they’re hanging out in the clubs every night looking for you. Representatives of every aspect of that industry are out combing the clubs for new acts, listening to solicited tapes, and trying to find the next big things.

There are many arguments for many different people: managers, booking agents, lawyers. While we were writing this book, we spoke with a lot of musicians and learned that the first person most bands choose to ally with is an attorney.

As a poor, starving musician, you probably can’t afford the $250-per-hour fee lawyers like to charge. The way to get around that is to make a deal. A lot of people will ask for a percentage and a modest retainer. If you’re a band, be reluctant to give more than $1,000 or $1,500 to someone. Truly successful attorneys don’t necessarily need or want your money. If the lawyer you’re working with is desperate for your money, be afraid, be very afraid.

Of course, you also know that if you’re going to give your attorney money, you must check him out very thoroughly to make sure that he is indeed a legitimate, successful lawyer and not a fast-talking hustler looking for a quick buck.

Be aware that there are a lot of scam-artist lawyers out there. Some attorneys make a business of doing nothing but taking fees to mail out letters and tapes. People at the companies know that these guys don’t screen the tapes, and that they’ll shop anyone who walks in and pays them a fee. Sign with one of these clowns and your career will be almost guaranteed to go nowhere. Your tape will be worse off than if you were just sending it out yourself and getting a nice rejection letter that says: “We don’t take tapes unless it is through a lawyer or a manager.”

If your attorney believes in you, he’ll most likely work for a minimal up-front percentage of gross, or points, on your album. You’re not going to get charity; give him some incentive, some motivation to work on your behalf. It’s $1,000 or $1,500 well invested. That way you’ve got someone who knows the business looking out for you, and you don’t have to pay him anything until you get a deal. Making albums is like playing the lottery—you never know when you will hit a million. It’s very tempting, and attorneys like easy money.

“Lawyers might work on hourly, they might work on percentage,” observes entertainment industry attorney Michael Leventhal, whose firm, the Law Offices of Michael Leventhal, is located in Santa Monica, California. “It’s more likely a percentage on everything the artist makes less certain types of deductions. What types of deductions? For example, if the artist is going to get $250,000 to record the album, and all of that is actually going to go into production, the lawyer and the manager probably won’t take a part of that money, because the artist is never actually going to see that money.”

When choosing an attorney, make sure the person you select is someone who knows how the business works. Your buddy the personal injury lawyer may not be the best choice, but the friend of a friend is always a good place to start.

“Bands find me a lot of different ways,” notes Michael. “Some bands find me by word of mouth or over the Internet.”

You may be able to find an attorney at your shows. An aggressive music attorney will also be doing a lot of networking, going to clubs, checking out talent, searching for bands—acting very much like a talent scout.

Word of mouth is another good way to find an attorney. Oftentimes a label, publisher, manager, or the first person to discover your band will pass you along to their favorite attorney.

“I pick my clients on a bunch of different criteria. I don’t take a lot of young bands, although I like to take a few because it’s exciting to watch a young band happen,” states Donald Passman, who negotiated a $70 million deal for Janet Jackson, and an $80 million deal for R.E.M. “I have to like them and feel like they’ve got a passion for what they do. It will be based on either a manager or a record company I know who says this person has really got some talent. Or sometimes they come in with five or six companies chasing them, and I get a sense that there is something there.”

Unless you win the cosmic lottery, you’re probably not going to get Donald Passman at stage one of your career, but there are plenty of capable attorneys out there.

Talk to your lawyer. Can you see eye to eye on things? Your legal representative is as important as a band member. Make sure you choose wisely.

“A lawyer is very important to your project. There are a lot of rights to be protected,” declares Michael. “Legal representation for your album isn’t simply about getting the most money for your client. It’s about protecting the client’s rights, making sure that he’s not entering into a deal that will ultimately kill his career. It’s about determining which are the good labels. Some attorneys do a lot of shopping of deals, and they will be the ones to help the artist to find the right label.”

■ Know Your Rights

Lawyers are important because there are a lot of different rights to protect, and a lot of advice to be given. Most artists don’t really understand what the issues are. Legal representation is not about getting you the most money—it’s about guaranteeing your career. The average lifespan of an artist’s career is about that of an NFL quarterback—careers don’t last very long. If you make a deal that screws you and puts you on the shelf for seven years—which is how long a typical record contract has you bound to a label—by the time you get out of that and are able to make music again, your time may have passed and your potential market may have already graduated into the working world.

George Michael is a good example of getting caught up in a bad contract while his career was flying. He had a six-year battle with his record label, Columbia. When the label was bought by the Japanese conglomerate Sony in 1989, George felt he was not getting adequate representation and promotion. It took him six years and $14 million to get out of his deal. He survived to release Older on DreamWorks in 1996. George Michael was one of the very lucky ones. Only the really exceptional artists manage to survive the various trends and establish themselves as serious artists.

You need a lawyer. You can’t allow yourself to get into a situation where you miss your window of opportunity because you’re in a dispute with your record label.

■ What Rights Are You Protecting?

Inalienable rights—life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. There are a variety of rights that come along with a record deal. Some need to be transferred; some need to be retained. The first two rights that need to be addressed are the underlying composition rights for any song that the artist may write, and the rights to the sound recording.

[image: images] COMMIT IT TO MEMORY: One recorded song has two sets of copyrights that must be protected.

When you hear a song, you’re listening to two different copyrights at the same time. You’re listening to the copyright of the song itself, and you’re listening to the copyright in a recording of the song.

When you enter into a record deal, you’re really talking about the rights of the sound recording; you’re not really talking about the right of the underlying composition. We will address the underlying composition rights, but these are not the rights you are transferring to the record company. In a standard, major-label recording deal, the label pays for recording, and the record label owns the copyright to the sound recording. The underlying composition rights are in conjunction with your publishing company.
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