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Foreword
This booklet is meant for savvy songwriters who want to save money and still get great results. I do not claim to be an expert on how to become a great songwriter. I may, however, be an expert on how not to go broke while seeking success as a songwriter, whatever your vision of success may be. I have been writing songs for over forty years. I started out writing poetry and then began writing songs after my brother taught me some chords on his guitar. Many of my earlier songs were not very good. They were more like a creative outlet for a painfully shy teenager. I did not really realize anyone would care much about hearing my music until I founded the Rhode Island Women’s Music Collective in my mid-twenties. While the group only lasted about a year I was awakened to the fact that some people liked my songs. However, it still took a long time for me to overcome the tremendous stage fright I experienced every time I performed. Working in a psychiatric day treatment program where I directed the annual talent show and where I was the musical director of a theater troupe helped me with my own fears. I could not expect participants to overcome their fears if I was not willing to face my own. So, eventually I started going to open mikes.
Then, in 1993 I founded the Rhode Island Songwriters Association (RISA), an organization which continues to thrive under the very dedicated leadership of John Fuzek. There I learned a great deal about songwriting and performing. We held critiques, workshops, open mikes, songwriter showcases, festivals, and more. I hosted one of the open mikes. It started out slowly but ended up eventually being so well attended it was sometimes standing room only. With encouragement from other members of the organization I made a demo cassette of six of my songs, some of which I co-wrote with William G. San Antonio III. I also had some songs on compilation CDs produced by RISA. Eventually I recorded some full-length releases. For about three years I was a DJ at a community radio station where I had a show called Independent Muse. I played only music by independent musicians. I also had interviews with songwriters and musicians, some via phone and some live in the studio. I believe I have learned a lot from fellow musicians and songwriters over the years as well as having imparted some of that knowledge to others. It is so important that we share our knowledge with each other and help each other out because so much in the music industry works against us. Independent songwriters and musicians working together can accomplish a great deal with or without the help of major corporate record labels.
While I have learned a great deal over the years, much of what I have learned involves spending money. Little of what I have learned from others is about how to get good results without spending much money. I have had to learn this lesson on my own by trial and error. So, here in these pages I am sharing what I have discovered over the years about songwriting on a shoestring budget.
Chapter One
It’s the Song
First off, keep in mind that you have to love songwriting to make it a lifetime pursuit. Rarely are songwriters lucky enough to make a significant profit at their life’s work so loving what you do is of the utmost importance. That being said, you will be faced with many decisions throughout your songwriting career about how much you can realistically spend when there may not be much financial return. For instance, you may reap great rewards artistically speaking by making a very expensively produced demo but you may gain no profit whatsoever or worse yet you may lose money. All along your path as a songwriter you will come in contact with people willing to “help” at a price, sometimes at a very high price. They will make you feel it is absolutely necessary for you to spend that much if you are to be successful but you need to shop around and be sure you get your money’s worth.
Someone once told me that I had to do such and such in order to be a successful singer/songwriter. I told him that I was already successful because I was leading my life exactly as I wanted and not by some set of rules that he or anyone else ordained to be the one and only way to succeed. I do want to learn and be inspired by other people but I do not want people telling me what it is I should want to accomplish and how I should get there. My idea of success is very different from others. The impact my music has on others is more important to me than the money, which is a good thing since I am not likely to ever get rich from songwriting. When someone thanks me for singing a song that meant a lot to them it means a lot to me. When people send me e-mails thanking me for uploading a music video on YouTube I am always pleasantly surprised. When I perform some of my songs with a Native American drumming group at powwows and people not only sing my songs but dance to them in the sacred circle, it really blows my mind, especially since my ancestry is mostly Irish and just a little bit Mi’kmaq. You can be sure when I was young and had no idea I would marry a Native American or that I would discover my indigenous roots, that I had not set a goal of my songs being performed at powwows. I was simply open to the opportunities that came my way whatever form they took. For me, it’s the song that is important, not the genre, not the venue, and not even whether or not it conforms to my pre-conceived notion of success, never mind anyone else’s concept of success. I am, therefore, not writing this to tell you what you must do to be successful without investing more than you can afford. I just want to share some of what I have experienced so that you may gain some insights of what you want from your songwriting career and how you can achieve your goals without going broke.
So, if like me, you believe it’s the song that is important, then you will want to develop your talent. If you have never spent time learning the craft of songwriting you will be wasting your money when you pay someone to record or produce your song. A poor quality song will remain a poor quality song no matter how much time or money goes into producing it. Bad is bad, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Good musicians and good recording equipment may make a bad song more tolerable but it cannot magically turn it into a good song. Again, bad is bad. That’s all there is to it. So, before you go throwing money at a song make sure it is worth all that money. A good producer will tell you a song needs revision but some will happily take your money and promise a miraculous transformation that cannot possibly happen without re-writing the song.
So, how do you make sure you can write good songs? There are many songwriting organizations that offer critiques, workshops and open mikes to help you improve your skills. Usually dues for these groups are reasonable given how much you can gain from membership. There are also lots of books that are helpful. And, there are online resources as well. After you have developed good basic skills as a songwriter and you have a song you think has great potential you may want to consider investing in a professional critique. It can be very helpful to do so before spending money on recording a demo. Better to find out a song needs more work beforehand, not afterwards. I have had some professional critiques by Kim Copeland, a highly respected Nashville songwriter and producer. Her critiques not only helped me with those particular songs but also helped me to become a better songwriter. And, I found her to be much more reasonably priced than many other songwriters who do critiques. For me she was a very good choice. I believe I got my money’s worth but, like I mentioned before, you need to shop around and find the best person for you at a price you can afford.
So, the key to producing a good song is not production, it’s the song itself. You need to be willing to rewrite it as many times as it takes until you are completely satisfied. It may take days, weeks, years, or even decades to get a song where you want it. I once heard a famous songwriter refuse to critique a song at a workshop because it was over two weeks old and therefore “cast in stone.” I cannot imagine any true artist believing that any work of art, including a song, is ever cast in stone unless it is literally cast in stone. There is always room for improvement. In Native American tradition artisans intentionally leave an imperfection in their work because only the Creator is perfect. Some of my songs have had several versions, some many years apart, until I have settled on what may be the final version but, who knows, maybe when I get to be ninety-something I will get bored with those supposedly final versions and make them radically different. Whatever you do after you get to that supposedly final version is not as important as the process of getting there. And, assuming your song is ready to bring to a recording studio before you have put in enough work to make it as good as it can possibly be is an expensive lesson indeed. I am not suggesting that home recordings of early versions of your songs are not appropriate. In fact, that can help you know what needs to be revised. Somehow listening through headphones can be helpful in recognizing problems with a song. So the point is that you will save money in the long run by not skipping over the revision phase of writing a song.
When your song really is ready for production it will not need a lot of bells and whistles to get the attention of a music publisher or a producer because it’s the song that really matters.
Chapter Two
It’s Also the Vocals
To me, vocals are important. Not everyone would agree with me. Some people might point out that Bob Dylan has done very well for himself without being a good vocalist. That is true but most people are not ever going to be able to write lyrics as well as he does. And, while I am sure Bob Dylan does not care what I think, I really prefer to hear his songs sung by other people who sing better than he does. You do not have to be a great singer but you do need to have clear sounding, understandable vocals, especially on demos. Good vocals will help sell your song to music publishers, producers and/or your fans.
So how do you manage to have good vocals for your songs without having to hire a singer for each and every song you ever write? Obviously, if you are a prolific writer, this could cost you a bundle. Since joining SongRamp.com I have noticed that I am not only getting positive feedback about my songs but also about my vocals. And, yet, I have not always been a good singer. At nearly forty years of age I was asked by a co-worker to attend a voice class with her. I was so shy about singing that people could hardly hear me. So, the teacher had me go way across a very large dance studio and had me keep singing louder and louder until she could hear me. I think most people would find that hard to believe now because my voice is so powerful. It was only about eight or ten classes and was not expensive. After that I took individual lessons for a couple of months to get rid of the break in my voice and to learn to sing without straining my vocal cords. The point is I did not need a lot of vocal training in order to be able to sing well on demos. I am sure that the money I spent on voice lessons has saved me money in the long run and will continue to save me money over the years.
Not convinced? Do you think you are a hopeless case and could never learn to sing well enough to do the vocals yourself? I believe that, for the most part, if you can write a song you can sing it as well. I have known a few songwriters, however, who just cannot translate what they hear in their heads into singing even though they can play it on an instrument. So, if you are a hopeless case, then doing your own vocals is not an option. What then? Co-writing songs with someone who does sing well is an option that costs you nothing. And, if you play an instrument better than your co-writer or play a different instrument, then you are both bringing something to the collaboration that makes both of you better off co-writing than writing by yourselves. You may also learn a lot from each other in the process. And, you may find yourself writing in genres you never dreamed of before. Of course, like any relationship, good communication is needed so you can both get what you need out of the collaboration and produce good songs as well.
Another option to save some money is barter. Maybe you know a good singer who will do vocals on your demo in exchange for a service. For instance, maybe you could play an instrument on one of his/her recordings. And, sometimes friends who can sing will do so for free to gain studio experience and something they can add to a bio or resume. You may not even have to ask. They may offer if they know you have this dynamite song but not much money for a demo.
If you have considered all these options and still believe your best bet is to hire a vocalist, make sure you know what you are getting. And, in case you are later not satisfied with the vocals make sure whoever is doing the recording mixes it both with and without the vocals. (This holds true no matter who does the vocals, you, a friend, someone you hire, or whoever.) That way you will not have to re-record everything if the singer does not do as well as you had hoped.
So, first and foremost, it’s the song that is important but it is also the vocals. Nothing can ruin a good song more than lousy vocals. You want to showcase your song as best as you possibly can. A good song deserves good vocals.
Chapter Three
Recording Your Own Songs
Learning to record your own music can save you lots of money in the long run. There are some good demo services (I was very satisfied with Play It Again Demos.) and producers charging reasonable prices but if you want good quality demos for a lot of songs without going broke you will need to learn how to do it yourself. And, nowadays there is no reason not to learn how because there is fairly inexpensive computer software available that will result in good quality recordings if you know what you are doing and have a good quality microphone. If you think you will get good quality recordings with cheap microphones that are often sold for use with computers, think again. You can skimp when it comes to a lot of things but do some research on microphones and make sure you have a good one for vocals. You do not have to get the top of the line but you do need something that will work pretty well for your demos.
Something else to consider is what stand-alone digital recorder or computer program you will purchase to record your songs. The recorder I have was a gift and costs substantially more money than I would ever be likely to spend on myself. However, you can get good recording equipment that will do the job and not break the bank. I am not an expert on the many different brands and types of recorders and computer programs that are available but I can make some general recommendations about recording.
If you are not all that computer savvy you may want to consider buying a stand-alone digital recorder, which may be simpler to use. This may not always hold true, however. I got so frustrated trying to learn how to use my recorder that I ended up in tears. Fortunately, I persevered and can now produce good quality demos.
If you are good with computers or if you want to save money enough to become good with computers then recording software may be the way to go.
Whichever option you choose, you will need to research different types of recording equipment to make sure what you get meets your needs and fits your budget.
Not all songwriters are highly skilled musicians so an easy and inexpensive way to produce good demos is to use royalty-free “backing” or “starter” tracks. Then you will only need to add vocals and, in some instances, you may want to add more instruments, riffs, sound effects, or whatever. Since this royalty-free accompaniment already sounds good all you have to do is make sure anything you add sounds good, too. The drawback to this approach is that you have to compose a melody that fits with it. If you already have a melody and you are not willing to change it, then this route is not for you. However, this way you can get great accompaniment for very little money so you may want to ask yourself just how stuck you are on a particular melody.
Keep in mind when recording background vocals that sometimes less is more. Generally speaking the first verse of a song is too soon to start adding background vocals. You need to let the listener digest the song in a more basic form before adding background vocals. Besides, if you are going to send the demo to a music publisher, you may want to leave a little to his or her imagination about what could be added.
Drums can be hard to record well. I once read somewhere that hanging a microphone a few feet directly over a drum works well. Whatever you do about drums DO NOT use automated drums. They can be helpful in the early stages of writing and recording songs but they are definitely not meant for a final recording. You can use royalty free recordings or loops of real people playing real drums. You can even use a drum machine that you actually play but your demo will not be taken seriously if you use automated drums.
Just as you would want the music for a song to be more than just a vehicle for the words, it is also important that the production be more than just a vehicle for the song. Every vocal, every instrument should be showcasing the song, not the skills of an individual musician. If a guitar solo is what the song needs, fine, then do a guitar solo but if it is just going to distract from the song then leave it out. Sometimes all you need is a riff here or there, if that. So, basically production should be about adding something positive to the song, not detracting from it. Full-band demos may be wonderful for some songs but for others they may be not only unnecessary but inappropriate. If you start out with a good piano/vocal or guitar/vocal recording you may discover that is all you need or you may decide to add more.
By recording your own songs you have an advantage over people who hire other people to produce their songs. You can take all the time you need to get a song just the way you want it. When you are paying other people significant amounts of money to record your songs you do not have time for experimentation and you certainly cannot afford to be a perfectionist. So make sure you use this advantage to the fullest. People say that true artists are never really completely satisfied with their creations but at least you have a shot at being satisfied if you really are in the driver’s seat when it comes to production. One of my all-time favorite songs was recorded in a basement on an 8-track recorder. The song, Into My Shoes, written by Mike Laureano, is beautiful and he did a beautiful job producing it himself. Had he paid someone to record the song at an expensive studio, I doubt highly it would have turned out as good. It is not possible that anyone else could be more committed to your songs than you. With some recording equipment and some know-how you can work wonders.
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