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Please note that many of the interviews were
conducted in the early 1990s. Salaries and hourly rates for various
jobs in the music industry have risen since that time, and
recording technology has progressed from analog to digital.
Although such details have changed over the years, the
interviewees’ advice remains solid.
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INTRODUCTION

 


I made the decision to pursue music as a
career when I was a high school senior. Like so many other
musically inclined students, I had been playing dances, football
pep rallies, and wedding receptions with small combos of two to six
performers. There were two options after graduation: I could
continue to play in local nightclubs or I could go to college,
study music, and become an educator. I chose the latter.

Four years later I emerged from Michigan
State University as a qualified band director with a degree in
music education. The day I graduated I went on the road with a
seven-piece rhythm and blues band. I never looked back nor have I
ever taught music for a living, with the exception of substituting
in the public school system one winter. I guess I always knew in my
heart that I would be a performer of some sort (my grade point
average in college certainly reflected this propensity). With
reckless abandon, I set out to accomplish my goal. Those were lean
years. Some weeks I got paid and some weeks I didn’t, but it didn’t
matter. I was young, single, and, above all, I was doing what I
loved to do most, playing music.

After a few years floundering around every
nightclub in the Midwest, I set my sights a little higher and
decided to seek my fame and fortune in Nashville. Kenny Rogers
hired me in the fall of 1976 (more on that later). That was a
turning point of sorts and I have been involved in the commercial
music business on a national level since then.

I have discovered that there are many, many
job opportunities in the music business that I didn’t have an
inkling of when I was a high school student in Scottville,
Michigan. And that statement brings me to the purpose of this book.
I suspect there are other people like me who want a career in the
music business but do not have any idea what opportunities are
available. Most high school students are told what I was: Go to
college, get a degree, and become a music therapist, band director,
choir director, or public school music teacher. The end. But it
doesn’t have to work that way.

We see performers on TV who are immensely
successful. We buy their records, attend their concerts, buy their
merchandise, and watch their videos. But what about the countless
other people who make that success possible? Most of the public
looks at an entertainer and never imagines the scope of the support
team required to get that entertainer on the stage or to get an
album produced or to get songs on the radio. Their roles are as
diverse and multifaceted as the entertainment styles they
support.

In the following pages I have tried to
describe some of the career opportunities in the music business and
have included interviews with people who are working in these
occupations. Some of the people interviewed are giants in the
industry; some are just starting out. Some work behind a desk and
some work behind a drum set. Each story of how they got where they
are is unique. You may be surprised to find that some of these
people have few or no actual music skills, but their love of music
combined with a willingness to work hard has led to their
achievements in this alluring industry.

The music business is just that, a business,
and its products are songs, albums, concerts, and merchandise. It
requires product development and manufacturing, sales and
advertising, lawyers and accountants just like any other industry.
Figuring out how to best get the product sold is what makes any
business go round. Every music industry job fits somewhere in that
cycle. But I happen to think that unlike any other industry, the
music industry is the most fascinating and rewarding.

So maybe you cannot play an instrument, but
you love to read all the small print about studios, songs, or
musicians that are included in the liner notes of a CD. Maybe you
can’t carry a tune in a bucket, but learning about
behind-the-scenes people like managers and agents fascinates you.
Maybe you are a musician but traveling is not your cup of tea. Be
careful because you may be opening up more than just a book, you
may be opening up a whole new world for yourself.

 


 WORKING
MUSICIANS

Road Musician, Recording Musician, &
Symphonic Musician

 


The sounds of a jazz group drift to my room
from the hotel courtyard where they are playing for guests at
Sunday brunch. They sound very good. However, I suspect that some
or all the musicians will go to another job Monday morning (their
“day gig”) and they won’t pick up their instruments again until
next weekend. You don’t have to be a full-time musician to enjoy
it. This section is for people who might want to pursue a full-time
career in performance, but please do not discount part-time
involvement in the music business. There is plenty of work for a
“weekend warrior” and it’s a good way to supplement one’s income
and have fun doing it.

For those who choose to be full-time
musicians, whether in the studio or on the road, getting to that
point can be the hardest part. You must have an unstoppable desire
to “go for it.” Patience and perseverance are required as well, for
this is usually a process, not an event. I know of very few players
who have simply walked into town and gotten a gig. More often than
not, musicians end up taking a day job while this networking
process evolves into the break that launches a career.

What if your break is a long time in coming?
I am convinced that the place to look lies within. Are you really
good enough? Do you have any alcohol or drug problems that are
keeping you from success? How are your people skills? These are all
questions that must be addressed before looking at any type of
employment, but quite often are ignored by some musicians. I’ll
never forget the singer (quite good) I spoke with in a Holiday Inn
lounge one night. Holding a double shot of tequila in one hand and
a beer in the other he commented, “I don’t understand it, I’ve been
singing in these bars in Des Moines now for 23 years and I’ve never
made it.” By all means, be prepared to take a look at yourself and
take the steps necessary to “clean up your act.”

I only mention symphonic work briefly because
I am focusing on the commercial music industry. However, I believe
a career in classical music is viable for those with the interest
and ability.

 



ROAD MUSICIAN

 


When I was just getting started, I performed
with a group that played at high school assemblies, pep rallies,
and the dances after ball games that we called “sock hops.” In
college we played fraternity parties, dances, and anything else we
could get. After college graduation, I went on the road with a
rhythm and blues band and it seemed as if we played every bar in
the Midwest. Then I moved to Nashville, and after four or five
months of beating around in nightclubs, I was hired by Kenny Rogers
to play keyboards in his road band.

The process can be essentially the same for
anyone who wants to climb the ladder as a performing musician;
however, the nightclub scene is not what it used to be. Many clubs
are phasing out live music and replacing it with disc jockeys or
automated systems. The exceptions are in the major music areas like
New York, Los Angeles, and Nashville, where public demand and
industry concerns have kept live music alive.

In Los Angeles, many clubs that feature live
music charge the bands to play there and sometimes it’s a stiff
fee. The club owner charges the band a certain amount for the
privilege of playing but allows the band to keep the cover charge.
If the club gets a good crowd, the band might recover the fee paid
to play and make some extra as well. However, if it’s a slow night,
the band could end up in the red. Talk about paying dues.

So where do you go if you want to play? There
are still a few nightclubs that feature live music and there are
always wedding receptions, private parties, and other “casual”
gigs. A musician can make a modest living doing this type of
work.

Getting hired as a road musician with a
recording artist, as I did, is another possibility. You need to be
located where that kind of music is going on – Los Angeles,
Nashville, or New York City – because you can’t afford to be two
states away if there is an audition call. You have to be right
there in the middle of it, meeting people, sitting in wherever and
whenever you can, and getting to know the players who are already
out there on the front lines. You need to get yourself in front of
these people as often as possible and you need to be good.

Road musicians are generally paid by the day
with rates that can vary greatly depending upon the income level of
the artist/employer. Less established country acts pay
approximately $100 to $200 a day. On the high end of the scale, an
established pop act might pay $500 to $1,500 a day. Some musicians
are salaried on a yearly basis, but these situations are few and
far between.

In January 1976, I moved to Nashville seeking
fame and fortune. I met some musicians who were playing at a local
Holiday Inn and sat in with them. I was invited back, and for about
a month, I hung out at the Holiday Inn, sitting in and meeting
people. I met many people who were in the music business in
Nashville and through that networking effort I was able to get a
job playing at the Ramada Inn six nights a week. Around that same
time, Kenny Rogers started recording in Nashville and wanted to
hire a Nashville-based touring band. He visited many of the clubs
in Nashville, and ended up hiring my friends who were playing at
the Holiday Inn. About five months later Kenny hired me as a third
keyboard player on their recommendation.

My perseverance paid off. I was in the right
place at the right time with the abilities and professional
qualities needed to perform for a nationally known recording
artist. Advancing to the position of musical director after two or
three years, I stayed with Kenny for a total of 15 years. I kept
that position because I enjoyed my work, I did my job well and was
able to get along with my co-workers. I also continued to hone my
abilities by keeping abreast of the technological changes in music
and practicing as often as I could.

 


 Interview with Tony
King

Road Musician

 


Tony King hails from North Carolina and has
worked both in country music and bluegrass. His first pro gig was
with J.D. Crowe and the New South, where he served for three years
as lead singer, lead/rhythm guitarist, and stage emcee. From there,
he moved to Nashville to tour with Holly Dunn for two years and
then with Vince Gill for two years as acoustic/electric guitarist
and background singer. In 1992, Tony joined two other singers to
form the trio Matthews, Wright and King. Signed to Columbia
Records, the group recorded two albums and released five singles
while touring as an opening act for Reba, Brooks and Dunn, and
others.

Since then, Tony has toured with a host of
top artists including Vern Gosdin, Chely Wright, Faith Hill, and
Darryl Singletary and was a staff backup singer for two years for
the popular Nashville Network show Prime Time
Country. He is currently in his 15th year of touring with
legendary country duo Brooks and Dunn. His songwriting credits
include cuts by Barbara Fairchild, Rhonda Vincent, Brooks and Dunn,
and Ricky Van Shelton, who took Tony’s song “I’ve Cried My Last
Tear For You” to number one. Tony has also spent time in the
studio, producing CDs for several gospel and bluegrass
artists.

 


Did you have any formal training in
music?

Yeah, I got a bachelor’s degree in music and
vocal pedagogy from East Carolina University in Greenville, North
Carolina.

Tell me about your transition from
Greenville to Nashville and performing live.

Well, I was playing around in college –
playing in bluegrass bands while I was studying opera. And that was
really what I wanted to do, you know. I didn’t really want to
teach, and I didn’t think I was quite good enough to get into the
performance program, so the pedagogy program was somewhere in
between. But really what I wanted to do was go out and play.

The last summer of my college years, I went
to an audition with a bluegrass band and started working in Busch
Gardens in Williamsburg, Virginia. So I did that for two summers,
and one of the guys in the band lived in Tennessee, and he talked
me into coming to Tennessee with him.

We started a bluegrass band around the
Knoxville, Tennessee, area, and played at the ’82 World’s Fair. We
were kind of the house bluegrass band at the Fair, and we played
there six days a week for the whole six months of the ’82 World’s
Fair.

I met a bunch of people that way, but I got
frustrated at not really being able to make a living at it, so for
some reason I ended up moving to Lakeland, Florida, for about a
year, and I sold cars. During that time – I forget how – I had met
J.D. Crowe. And out of the blue, I got a call from him. I guess
people had told him about me while I was selling cars, so I got a
call from him to audition. So I went up to Lexington, Kentucky,
auditioned for the band, and got the job. And so from ’83 to ’86, I
played with J. D. Crowe and the New South. And even though this was
one of the biggest bluegrass bands in the country, we weren’t
making much money. I really couldn’t make a complete living at it,
so I worked part time with a termite company. (laughter)

This story gets better and better.

So I was playin’ bluegrass on the weekends
and killin’ bugs during the week! (more laughter) And you know, I
didn’t like anything but bluegrass, but I got tired of crawling
under houses and killing bugs so I started delving into country
music. I bought an electric guitar and started working on that and
ended up playing in a couple of local bands around Lexington in
addition to playing with J.D. There was a lot of country music
going on in Lexington in the mid-’80s, and a lot of the musicians
ended up in Nashville with national acts.

I was out in California with J.D. and we were
watching CMT, and I saw a video of a girl artist named Holly Dunn.
And I thought, “She’s pretty good. I wonder if she’s got a band?”
She was brand new at the time. So I called directory assistance for
Nashville, Tennessee, and looked up Holly Dunn. And they gave me
her number. (laughter) It was not unlisted, so I just called her
out of the blue. I asked if she had a band, and as luck would have
it, she was putting one together. So I sent her a record that I had
done with J. D. where I was singing lead and playing lead guitar,
and she hired me from that. So that’s how I got to Nashville.

And you managed to stick around, right?

I played with Holly for two years, and near
the end of that I got connected with Larry Strickland, who was
married to Naomi Judd, and he was putting a vocal quartet together
and wanted me to sing tenor. We were really close to a record deal
with RCA. I remember getting ready to go down to the record label
to work out the details of the contract, when Larry called to say
the label had backed out. I had quit Holly to do this thing and it
didn’t pan out.

So for about a year I freelanced, but then I
got hired by Vince Gill and worked with him for two years. Then
Larry Strickland called again and asked if I would join up with
Raymond Matthews and Woody Wright to form a recording trio. So we
met each other, worked up a couple of songs, and a couple of days
later we went in and sang for Steve Buckingham and some people at
Columbia. And they signed us. (laughter)

Another amazing story!

Unfortunately, things didn’t really pan out
for the trio, but one thing that did pan out – we were opening for
Brooks and Dunn, and when the trio came to an end towards the end
of ’93, I got a call from the Brooks and Dunn bandleader and he
said they were looking for an acoustic guitar player and vocalist.
I already had an offer to work with Reba, so I turned Brooks and
Dunn down. The job with Reba never came through, so I was out of
steady work for a few months. I did some fill-in work with Chely
Wright, Vern Gosden, and Faith Hill. Then at the end of ’94, Brooks
and Dunn called back again, and I took the gig. I’ve been there
ever since. In early 1996, my wife, Regina, and I got the
Prime Time Country gig. (A Nashville
Network daily variety show. –Ed.) So I was doing that TV show
during the week and performing with Brooks and Dunn on the
weekends.

What do you need to know in order to be a
successful road musician?

I think you need to know how to ride a bus –
and be around a bunch of people in close quarters. I’ve always said
that you do the music part for free, but you get paid to ride the
bus and be gone from home.

What would you tell someone just moving to
town looking to do what you’ve done?

Don’t do it. (laughter)

And then what would you tell them?

You know, a lot of people have asked me that,
and I really don’t know. The way I came in was pretty unusual. And
it was back at a time when the whole music business was different.
That’s a tough one, because everyone I know has come to Nashville
in a different way. They’ve gotten a job a different way. And most
of it seems to be who you know. I’ve never gotten a job that I’ve
done a cold audition for. Every job I’ve gotten has been by word of
mouth. And for somebody who is just coming in – how to make people
know who you are and what you can do, I don’t know. I guess play in
church, play in bars, and just make yourself as visible as you can.
There are all sorts of small venues around town. You can walk in a
club on lower Broadway and hear guys that will just blow your socks
off the way they play – that are working for tips.

There’s no formula for the rise to the top.
I’ve seen guys come to town and get gigs 15 minutes after they’ve
been here, and I’ve seen others that can be here for years without
work. And there’s probably a reason the guys that don’t get work
don’t get work. Either they can’t get along with somebody – too
arrogant – or fold under the pressure of being in front of the
crowd.

I guess if you come to town, just make
yourself as visible as you can. Start a band. And a lot of it is
the good ol’ boy network. Somebody in town already has a job and
they say, “Hey, I’ve got a friend that can do this.” Go to
auditions. The Union usually has notices about auditions. Go to
clubs and listen around. Word gets around there about auditions and
stuff. And the first part of the year, most people are looking to
supplement their bands. The end of the year or the beginning of the
next is when people, if they’re going to make any changes, that’s
when it’s going to happen. If people are going to make a change in
their band, they’ll give you the Nashville Christmas Present – a
pink slip at Christmastime. (laughter)

What are some of the high points of your
career?

I got to meet the President. And I’ve gotten
to play the Grand Ole Opry a lot, which is a real cool thing.
Working on that stage, if it doesn’t affect you, you’re just not
breathing. We’ve gotten to open for some people I thought I’d never
get to see, much less be with on the same show. Brooks and Dunn
have opened for the Rolling Stones, we did a tour last year with ZZ
Top. But just to be able to make a living in the music business
period. It’s not even like work sometimes. Yes, you have to be away
from your family a lot, and that is getting harder and harder.

And some of the low points?

We just found out two days ago that Brooks
and Dunn aren’t going to tour any more. I knew that would have to
come to an end sometime. You’ve been there. You know how it is when
you’ve done something for so many years. You just kind of back
yourself into a corner as far as being able to do anything else.
And the whole music business has turned into such a youth-oriented
thing. Everybody that’s hitting it big now seems to be covering a
younger market. The chance of getting an equal job at my age – a
parallel move is not looking too promising right now.

Given that Brooks and Dunn are calling it
quits, what are some of your options? Are you looking to continue
on as a road musician or would you like to pursue some other
interests?

I would like to pursue other things, but
that’s what I mean about backing yourself into a corner. You do the
road musician thing for so long that finding something else that
you can do that will pay you that kind of money is tough. It’s
almost like starting over. I do have a possible option at church.
They have called me about becoming a technical director. I’ve also
been in the studio producing some gospel and bluegrass stuff. I’d
like to do that as well. But I’ve made a lot of connections, so
hopefully something will pop up.

 


 RECORDING
MUSICIAN

 


You have to be very, very good to be a
recording musician. You also must be able to take direction well
and be spontaneous, creative, and innovative for as many hours as
you are in the studio – which can be a very long time. You need to
know how to play many different styles of music and double on
instruments related to the one you play. It is a very lucrative
field. Good recording musicians earn about $75 to $100 an hour,
usually in a three-hour time span known as a “session.” Good studio
musicians can work two or even three sessions a day and make $700
to $1,000 a day. The best command two or three times that.

Recording musicians usually start out by
hanging around studios and playing on demo sessions (for next to
nothing) whenever they get a chance. If you are a good player,
eventually you will get calls for master recording sessions and
television work.

You may be called upon to emulate certain
sounds or styles that are in vogue at the time. This involves
keeping your equipment as state-of-the-art as possible and bringing
most of what you own to each recording session. If the producer
wants a Stratocaster sound and all you brought is your Les Paul,
don’t be surprised if someone else gets the next recording session
with that producer.

It is very hard to be a recording musician
and a road musician at the same time. It not only involves two
different styles of playing, but a successful studio musician must
be there all the time. I seldom got calls to play on recording
sessions during my years with Kenny Rogers because folks knew I was
rarely in town.

 


 Interview with Russ
Cantor

Studio Musician

 


When one thinks of a studio musician, the
picture of a guitarist, or perhaps a keyboardist usually comes to
mind. However, there are many other types of instrumentalists who
perform in the studio. One such player was Russ Cantor, a violinist
who made his living as one of the “first call” studio musicians in
Los Angeles. He certainly came up through the ranks, and had a good
bit to say about how the process works. Since this interview was
conducted, Russ has passed away.

 


What do you do?

As a freelance violinist, I am available for
a wide range of calls. The studio calls, particularly the motion
pictures, are the most favored. However, you can’t always depend on
just one thing. To be a successful freelance violinist you have to
play in a number of different venues. So I will play, in an average
season, everything from weddings to shows, record dates, TV series,
motion pictures, sound tracks, jingles, and concerts. When you put
all of those categories together you have a very interesting
musical life. Not only is there variety of musical endeavors but a
combination of different people, different chemistries that arise
from all of these.

The most lucrative work is that which
involves residuals. Motion pictures afford the most lucrative
residuals. You get paid for the sessions that you record on, which
could be anything from one single recording up to 10 days of double
recordings. Almost invariably they release sound track albums. Then
a year or two later, sometimes sooner, when the video cassettes
come on the market, depending on how many they sell or rent, you
get another piece of the pie on residuals. And it is perpetual. As
long as it is being marketed you will continue to receive a
percentage. There is a whole formula to determine what you are
entitled to. If the product goes to network television, cable TV,
or for foreign use, there are also additional monies.

With television, for the most part, you get
paid for the amount of music or hours you record, period – it’s
over and out. Television work is not considered quite as desirable,
but it is all good. If one industry is healthy, television versus
motion pictures, one helps the other.

Speaking of that, I began freelancing back in
’85 when I moved here from Las Vegas. Television was the primary
studio employment. Now motion pictures are. It is not uncommon to
see orchestras of 80 to 100 musicians recording a movie soundtrack
with full string sections, full woodwinds, full brass, full rhythm,
and exotic percussion instruments plus an entire synthesizer
section. And this is largely due to composers such as John
Williams, Jerry Goldsmith, James Horner, James Newton Howard, who
are demanding these orchestras and unique sound palettes. It has
been quite a turnabout from the austere days of the early- and
mid-’80s when they were not using large orchestras.

Television, on the other hand, has diminished
in its work opportunities. Most shows are using synthesizers or
very small orchestras and the demand is much less. Thus one area
goes down, but the other area goes up. It appears that records are
making a comeback. The synthesized sound has gone full circle now.
Everyone is used to the novelty of technology and it is now no
longer so desirable to have this sound or do what this person or
that act did. More and more you see a shift back to acoustic with
one difference – you see a mix of electronics. We will never go
back to just total acoustic instruments. There will always be a mix
and I think that is the way it should be. This is my own personal
feeling.

Synthesizers have wonderful resources – they
can be awesome. Their technology may be used in an artistic manner
to enhance the sound possibilities of music rather than as an
economic way of displacing musicians. And that is starting to
happen in motion pictures.

What is an average day for you when you are
doing sessions?

The average day for me when I have sessions
is fighting the freeway in the morning to get to MGM, Warner Bros.,
or Fox. You leave an hour and a half early to make your date. They
begin at either 9:00 or 10:00; usually for motion pictures they are
double sessions. You go to 5:00 or 6:00. There is actually six
hours of recording on a double with a break for lunch of one
hour.

Many times when we finish a date we’ll go to
the Music Center or some other venue for rehearsal with an
orchestra to prepare for a weekend concert. It is very common to
triple in respect to a session, one in the morning and one in the
afternoon, and then the triple at night for the weekend concert.
Some people will also do motion pictures at night when it’s really
busy.

What does it take to do what you do?

Well, all things being equal, you have to
play. There is a certain quality and level that must be maintained.
Although we can always suggest that we feel somebody doesn’t
deserve to be there, or we play better than this person, for the
most part I would say that all the players are good.

Moreover, for studio work you have to be very
sensitive to what is going on around you; you can’t blast through
with big sound and percussive attacks. You have to be conscious of
blend, intonation, and rhythm. Of course we all use click tracks
but even with click tracks, it means being accurate and playing
very synchronized. It seems everything is exacerbated in the
studio, because when the red light goes on it is so quiet you can
hear a pin drop. You have to be very conscious of how much sound
you are producing, what your vibrato and intonation are like. It’s
almost required you play antiseptically clean. Sometimes I find it
frustrating because sometimes I feel I want to let go and be a
little more emotional but you have to subject your own
individuality for the whole. Principal players have a little more
latitude, but they are still serving the composer or the
situation.

There is very little room for the principal
player to suggest that we try it another way. Once in a while the
principal player will be justified in making a suggestion. It is
always subjective to the composer’s wishes.

What about personal qualities it takes to do
this sort of work?

Politics is a very important ingredient in
the studios. Most of the people that are successful in the studios
are very proficient in social networking and politicking in the
various areas that will enhance one’s marketability. It’s a given
that you play well, but there are many people who play well that
don’t work in the studios. People like to feel comfortable with the
people around them, so you want to market yourself in a way that
enhances your likeability. People use each other on their
respective jobs. In the music business, as in every business, we
help those who help us.

What sort of background do you have that
enables you to do this sort of work?

In my case, I began to study the violin at
the age of 5. I studied with the finest teachers in Los Angeles. I
was fortunate that I also had the opportunity to work commercially
at a very young age. This created a very well-rounded musical
perspective and gave me an important input musically that I don’t
think I would have had had I just remained a classical violinist.
This perspective has helped me in the studio tremendously. I can
understand classical, popular, commercial, jazz, and just about any
other musical idiom. I feel the studio player in many respects is
the most versatile player because he has to go from one idiom to
another musically with equal facility in all.

What would you tell some young player who
has a reasonable background, who is just getting off the bus from
Des Moines, Iowa, to play and hopes to make it as a studio player?
What advice would you have for him?

A young player coming to town with serious
aspirations of playing the studios probably has already had serious
achievements in their academic background. The studios are really
comprised of the crème de la crème, those that could have gone on
to a concert career, or a chamber music performance career, or
joined the leading symphonies. So if a young person came to town I
would assume they had those academic credentials. You have to be at
a certain level to begin with. Necessary to get in to be a studio
player is the new set of ingredients of networking, marketing, and
getting people to know your product, to recommend you and put you
on lists.

There are three ways of getting on lists: One
is directly from the composer or arranger. If he/she asks for you
or specifically makes a request to the contractor, almost
invariably you will be hired. Second, have the contractor know your
work and once again like you, and be recommended by other
musicians, usually the principal players. Third are those principal
players; they are sometimes asked by the contractors who they would
like to have in their section. So for a young person, it would be
important for them to go play for some of these people when they
come to town and see how they fit in with this type of musical
demand.

Is there an audition process one can go
through?

Sometimes. I feel most of the auditions are
done right in the trenches when you go out on a job. Usually within
a few minutes someone says, “This person’s doing good.” Or it can
go the other way: “This person’s not cutting it,” and they’ll be
weeded out. So there is a process, I guess like the NBA or NFL
training camp, and you are being auditioned even though you’re not
auditioning. People that are already established in the business
will be judging you and they will be spreading the word.

But there are young players, particularly
some of the new Americans (those from other countries) who feel
that the only way to get known is to audition for people. They will
call up important musical figures, concertmasters, composers, or
contractors and they will offer to go play for them directly. Some
of that is successful some is not. Ultimately in the studios it is
who will give your name. The more lists you are on and the more
people that speak about you favorably enhances your work
opportunities.

I do not want to mislead any young people. It
is still not easy. You have to be very resilient and have a tough
skin and be willing to take it on the chin for a long time. It may
take many years to get established. It is not something that just
happens. If someone needs money instantly they might be better to
audition for a symphony or something that has a contracted period
of employment. Working in the studios you have to be very patient
and realize you are going to have periods where you make a great
deal of money and periods where you make nothing.

I would also advise young people to listen to
as many kinds of music as possible and to always use your brain as
you are listening to it, getting pictures of sounds and styles in
your mind. Not just reading notes, but how those notes fit in as a
whole. The more versatile you can be the more valuable you are in
the studio. And most important, keep up your performing skills –
practice!!!

 


 SYMPHONIC MUSICIAN

 


This is one of the few jobs in the music
industry that you can audition for and, if you are good enough, you
can get the job. The key phrase is “good enough.” However, you must
be more than good enough to make a decent
living playing in the symphonies – you must be among the best
players in the country. The good news is, classical music has not
yet been invaded by electronics. If you are a good cello player,
some guy with an electronic keyboard and a drum machine will never
take your job. The competition is fierce but there is still quite a
bit of work in the major cities. Salaries range from $15,000 to
$60,000 per year.

I recently learned about a young trumpet
player who graduated from college and auditioned for the Los
Angeles Symphony but didn’t make it. He was told that there was an
opening for the post horn player (the horn that “announces” events)
at the racetrack in Long Beach. He went to Long Beach for the
audition (which was just as tough as the symphony audition!) and
got the job. He was able to play his horn every day, earn good
money, and have enough free time to practice for the next round of
auditions at the symphony. It beats digging ditches.

The military is another option for symphonic
players. They hire all sorts of musicians and provide excellent
training, decent pay and good benefits. I grew up with Marty
Erickson who has been the principal tuba player for the United
States Navy Band for several years. Besides being one of the best
tuba players on the face of the earth, Marty does recording work in
Washington, D.C. and plays some casuals on the side. He is like a
regular symphony player except the members of his band wear
uniforms instead of tuxedos. It’s worth considering.

 


 Interview with John
Lawless

Timpanist with Chattanooga Symphony &
Opera Association

 


What do you do?

I live in Atlanta and freelance, doing about
half of the season with the Atlanta Symphony. I play the entire
season of the Atlanta Opera, a lot of Broadway shows that come
through like The Phantom of the Opera, and
I’m also the timpanist with the Chattanooga (Tenn.) Symphony. Our
percussion trio has been around for eight years and we do a minimum
of 300 schools per year, generally two shows per school throughout
the school year. I teach at two colleges: West Georgia as Head of
Percussion and Georgia State University as the Timpani/Latin
Percussion Specialist. I have about 15 students in all between both
schools. I also am a percussion coach for the Atlanta Symphony
Youth Orchestra. I just completed a drum corps camp affiliated with
the Spirit of Atlanta with kids from all over the South. That is a
real interest for me, but you can’t make money at that. I used to
imagine that I’d be with a big orchestra, and I’ve auditioned
around, but I’m quite happy with the diversity that my career
allows now. Of course that means there is no steady paycheck; that
is the drawback.

What is your background?

I started studying seriously when I was in
seventh grade, working with a percussionist from the Atlanta
Symphony. I went through the regional and all-state programs. I
played with the Atlanta Symphony Youth Orchestra. I marched in a
drum and bugle corp and played snare drum. I got a bachelor’s
degree from Georgia State. I never pursued a higher degree because
I was working so much. The only thing that I thought I would lose
out on was teaching college and the two colleges approached me
anyway based on merit and not on a degree basis.

It has always been my contention, in the
symphonic field anyway, that if you can go and play the audition
and you’re good enough, you’ll get hired. What is your reaction to
that?

It is the most frightening thing, and an
extremely unfair way to assess someone’s ability. I know a lot of
people that can audition wonderfully but cannot play in an
orchestra. But what else can they do?

I just played an audition in San Antonio,
even though it would have been a cut in pay. I got to see a lot of
guys I hadn’t seen in a while. They listened to timpanists for 12
hours and took eight of those players for another round. We played
the 13th hour and they did not take anyone from our group even
though we all felt we had played very well. But after 13 hours how
could they even know what they were hearing anymore?

What about someone just starting out?

Get with a program that you want to pursue.
There are so many different schools like Allen Able School in
Philadelphia, a percussion and timpani school in Cleveland, in Los
Angeles – Barry Jakowski and San Francisco Symphony, Sal Goodman
School, Eastman and so on. Every one is different. Figure out what
course you want to go and assess who is winning what jobs. If three
or four Eastman, people have come out and won jobs, go to Eastman.
Then lock in with a good teacher like a Corey Duff, or a John
Beckett at Eastman, or any of the big names.

Allen Able is sending out some incredible
percussionists now and he gets people into auditions. If you are in
good with the teacher and he likes what you do, they can help you a
lot. They know when an audition is coming up. They know when
someone is retiring maybe a year before it happens and they can
hone a student right into that spot.

Now it is so competitive. I have been close
sometimes and it is not because of nerves. If you miss one note
you’re out. The audition panel is looking for a way to delete
names. You put out several hundred dollars to get to the audition
and practice for months and then blow it in a blink of an eye.

I got a call in Atlanta that Chattanooga
needed a timpanist. I came and played a solo audition that lasted
about an hour and the maestro said that was exactly what he had in
mind and I was hired on the spot.

Do you think you’ll be able to go full time
with the Atlanta Symphony?

Again, that will be a full-scale national
audition. There is a good chance I’ll make the finals just because
I have been playing with them for some time, but you’re still in
the free-for-all. The Atlanta Symphony is becoming quite
prestigious and is moving ahead quite rapidly. The pay scale is
also very attractive at about $50,000 a year with eight weeks off a
year. Consequently, there will be a lot of players wanting to get
in.

What advice do you have for someone coming
out of high school who wants to be in an orchestra?

Don’t close the door by saying that you only
want to be an orchestral player. There are too many things that you
can do. As soon as you go to your first audition you’ll see 75
people that play as well as or better than you. And you thought
that they’d hear you and hire you right away. It’s really a miracle
to get a job right out of school. You really have to pay your dues.
Don’t have blinders on; do other things. Find groups to play with.
There is so much out there that is exciting.

 



COMPOSERS

Songwriter, Film Composer, Jingle Writer,
Arranger, and Copyist

 


Composers are often thought of as
Beethoven-like people who write symphonic scores for orchestras.
Composers in commercial music are the songwriters, film scorers,
and jingle writers. Arrangers and copyists also play an important
role in the process. This section takes a look at each of these
categories and some of the people who are active in these fields.
Any resemblance to Beethoven is purely coincidental.

 



SONGWRITER

 


What does it take to be a songwriter?
Songwriters are a mysterious blend of talent, expertise, practical
knowledge, and the uncanny ability to touch the public’s heart. The
best songwriters, like all good musicians, practice what they do
day after day. In fact, some of the best tunes are co-written. Many
successful writers work with someone with whom they have good
“chemistry,” like Hal David and Burt Bacharach. A songwriter does
not have to be a virtuoso on any instrument but does have to come up with music and/or words that say
something and affect people.

The ability to write poetry does not make a
person a songwriter. Many tunes are sent to me that amount to
nothing but poems set to music. There are words and rhymes that are
fine in poetry but would make people laugh if they were used in the
context of a popular song. Also, there are some very good musicians
who are lousy songwriters. It takes a special talent to begin with
and the persistence to develop that talent. I have been in this
business 40 years and when I came to Nashville in 1976 I thought I
was a songwriter. I thought I was going to take the town by storm.
I found out very quickly that (even though I was a good musician) I
was not a good songwriter. It took me another 10 years or so before
I wrote anything commercially acceptable, and I’m still working
toward a “hit.”

I would advise anyone who wants to get
started as a songwriter to first find a place where there is a
creative environment. Nowadays, that could be online, but I really
advise a move to a town where there are other songwriters and you
can actually get to know some of them. You can meet them at
“writer’s nights” at various nightclubs or by hanging around
recording studios.

Try to co-write with some of the people you
meet. Every major music city has a songwriter’s organization that
may be helpful both in improving your skills and in marketing your
tunes. It may take a couple of years before anyone will take you
seriously, but if your songs speak for themselves, the doors will
start to open. Perhaps a small publisher will be willing to work
with you on a song-by-song basis. Above all, keep your ears and
eyes open, listening for new ideas and new inspiration.

Eventually if you are good enough, a
publishing company may hire you as a staff writer. In addition, if
you hang out in a music town long enough, you’re bound to meet some
of the folks who are actually making records. As in most of the
music business, it’s all about relationships and networking.

 


 Interview with Frank
Myers

Songwriter

 


Frank J. Myers is from Dayton, Ohio. Shortly after
moving to Nashville in 1981, he became bandleader, road manager,
and lead guitarist for country star Eddy Raven. It was with Eddy
that Frank started writing, playing, and co-producing sessions,
resulting in two No. 1’s, five No. 2’s, and three in the Top 10.
Their songs include “I Got Mexico,” “Bayou Boys,” “You Should’ve
Been Gone By Now,” “Sometimes a Lady,” and many others. Frank’s
first single was one he wrote himself, 1982’s “You and I” for Eddie
Rabbitt and Crystal Gayle. The song was a crossover hit in country,
pop, and adult contemporary.

During his time with Eddy Raven, Frank met Gary
Baker. They had their first No. 1 together in 1993 with “Once Upon
a Lifetime” by Alabama. Gary and Frank recorded one album for
MCG/Curb Records and were three-time nominees for Duo Of The Year
at the ACMs and CMAs. Their greatest accomplishment as writers
together came when John Michael Montgomery recorded “I Swear,”
which was No. 1 for four weeks on the country charts. The song was
then recorded by All 4 One and went to No. 1 on the pop charts
where it stayed for 11 weeks, winning many writing awards.

Frank continues to write prolifically. He wrote the
latest single for country artist Bucky Covington, “I Want My Life
Back” and new artist Ash Bowers’ single “Stuck.” He is currently
producing and writing for new country artist Matt Gary.

What do you do as a songwriter?

I go in every day and try to write songs, or
every other day. I’m always looking for themes and titles that you
can sink your teeth into. When you have a great idea it’s easier to
write a great song. In essence, a song is a three- or four-minute
short story. Then melodically, I just try to marry the melody and
feel with that lyric. I think when all those combinations come
together and you can connect with the listener’s own life or
fantasies, that’s when you have a hit on your hands.

Where did you learn how to do this?



Well, I think first of all you have to have a
God-given ability to do it and then you just develop the craft
after that. Also, I’ve learned a lot through the years from
different people.

Eddy Raven was of course my first influence
and I’ve learned from other writers, like Don Pfrimmer, who is
strictly a lyricist. And then musically, I grew up in a musical
family. I’ve been playing guitar since I was 9. And I’ve played all
sorts of different kinds of music so I have a lot of different
musical influences back in the library.

So when did you actually get started
writing? And after you realized you were a songwriter, how long did
it take for you to get something that was a measurable success?

I don’t know if I’ve ever sat down and said
I’m a songwriter. But when I lived in Ohio, I started putting music
to lyrics. My sister had written some lyrics that I put some music
to and I did some with a vocal instructor. I moved to Nashville in
April of ’81, started working with Eddy (Raven) in June or July
’81, and immediately, I’d say by fall, we were starting to write
together. And I mean, it happened fast because I moved here in
April ’81, and then September of ’82, that’s when “You and I” came
out, which I wrote by myself. That was a huge hit for Eddie Rabbitt
and Crystal Gayle.

That’s actually amazing. I don’t think it
happens that quickly for most.

No it doesn’t, and I was just very fortunate
and blessed that it did happen like that.

Where did you learn how to do this?

Well, I think you have the God-given talent
and then He expects you to work hard. God helps those who help
themselves. But I’ve been very blessed. Without Him in my life,
probably none of it would have happened. You know, that’s what I
think. Everything comes from Him; the ideas, the inspirations,
everything. Obviously you have to work hard, and be persistent, and
have that faith that everything’s going to work out. Put everything
in His hands, because you have down times. The music business, as
you know, is very up and down.

When you’re writing, what does and average
day look like for you?

Well, it varies. The majority of the time I
start by 10:30 or 11, and I’m finished by 3 or 4 o’clock.

You actually set aside that portion of the
day to write with someone or by yourself. This is something that
doesn’t just happen, right?

Most of the time it’s appointments that are
set up, and you meet and you write. Hopefully, you’ll have
something to write about.

And how often during the course of a week
will you do that?

Sometimes every day. Sometimes three times a
week. It varies depending on the time of year. I work a little bit
harder between August and March, April. I hit May, June, and July
and sometimes it’s not as frantic. There’s really no set thing. You
can work as hard or as little as you want to.

Did you attract any publishers when you
first came to Nashville?

I guess not when I first came. Obviously when
we did “You and I.” Eddie Rabbitt’s publishing company got
that.

What would you tell somebody who is starting
out as a writer today?

I’d tell them to read and search for ideas
and stories. And to write every day. And to write with people who
are better than they are, and learn.

How do you network with other songwriters if
you’re new in town?

Join organizations like NSAI – that’s the
Nashville Songwriter’s Association International. Great
organization. And there they can meet other new songwriters and
collaborate. And they should to go to the Bluebird (The Bluebird
Café – a famous Nashville songwriter’s hangout) and different
places and try to get on some writers nights. That sort of thing.
You know, networking is a big thing no matter what you’re
doing.

How has the business changed within the last
few years with regard to writing and the economics of things?

Well, we’re obviously losing a lot of money
and losing a lot of writers by people stealing the music. Illegally
copying it and downloading it, that takes the money out of our
pockets. Some writers, they may only have one hit record, and if
people don’t pay for it, you know, it’s hard to survive. But you
know, I think things are coming around some on that. It would be
really simple if the government would just step in and make
Internet service providers, make these sites collect the money. Or
shut down the peer-to-peer sites that are letting people do this.
It’s really easily remedied, in my opinion. It’s a government
thing. And AOL, Comcast, or whoever it is, it’s the Internet
provider who knows what’s going on.

 



FILM COMPOSER

 


Film scoring is the process of creating music
for films. A film composer has to be familiar with film editing and
recording techniques. He/she needs an understanding of what is
called critical timing, i.e., when certain actions or motions take
place on screen, the musical notes or accents fall in place with
the action.

Most film composers are one-person
operations. The digital revolution has allowed composers to work
from their home studios from start to finish on a film or TV
scoring project. Composers of feature film scores still use large
orchestras to record their scores, but usually a digital mock-up is
made so the director can approve the music before it is actually
recorded by the orchestra. A major film composer may also enlist
the help of an orchestrator and a music copyist to get the score
ready for a recording session.

I think the most important thing a film
composer does is to create a mood. Good music has often saved a bad
motion picture.

How do you become a film composer? You can go
to school for it. Although there are some “seat of the pants” film
composers who are doing very well (Danny Elfman for example), most
successful writers have had some formal training.

There are schools on the West Coast that
specialize in film scoring and some community colleges have film
classes that allow students to become familiar with part of the
process. You can get to know people taking acting or directing
classes and perhaps get to score one of the student films.

There is very good money for composers who
get movie or TV work. Six figure incomes are common. Scoring
low-budget films, training videos, corporate videos, or local TV
spots can yield a living wage. However, there is a lot of
competition, and as a result, composing budgets have gone down over
the last 20 years or so.

The usage of library music has dramatically
increased, especially in TV work, and that has further eroded the
amount of work that is available to composers. There is the option,
however, of creating music for these music libraries. I find it to
be a good source of supplemental income, and for some it can be a
primary source of revenue.

 


 Interview with Larry
Brown

Film/TV Composer

 


I could have interviewed Larry for any one
of several categories. He is an Emmy-winning engineer and a
successful producer, has toured with national acts, and has been a
first-call studio drummer in L.A. As a TV/film composer, Larry has
the ability to create, perform, and record his work, all from the
comfort of a digital studio in his house!

 


What are some of the film and television
projects you have worked on?

The movie Blind Date, Kenny
Rogers Classic Weekend for three years, Quiz Kids Challenge, a lot of animation stuff by
Murakami-Wolf-Swenson, cartoon shows like Pretty
Piggies, Toxic Crusaders, James Bond Jr., Barnyard
Commandos, and a weekly sci-fi drama called War of the Worlds. I started doing scoring themes for
American International Pictures: Wild
Angels – an early biker picture.

How did you get this work to begin with?

I had been working as a musician and as an
engineer. I had been engineering on films like this already so I
knew what was going down on them. One day I was asked to work on a
film as composer, I said yes, and that led to more pictures.

What do you have to know to do what you
do?

A good understanding of film and television
principles, dealing with budgets, dealing with timings, and a good
sense for scoring action on screen, which is actually the easiest
part. As far as training or education is concerned, a person with a
strong musical background and a good sense for mixing audio and
visuals together can probably score. This includes having the
hands-on experience as a player and a working knowledge of the
technical aspects of scoring.

If you were just starting out in this
business, knowing what you know now, what steps would you take to
become a film composer?

I would definitely study composition,
although I don’t think that is the most important thing. I think
the biggest thing is you have to have that inbred sense of
musically what is right, and you have to be a good enough player to
pull it off.

Now we are dealing with a new age of
composing where a lot of stuff is done not strictly with a big
orchestra. We can do a lot of stuff on computer, whereas 15 years
ago when I started we had to use a band. I’m not saying that one
should not use a band. It is always my first choice, but
(especially dealing in television, which is mostly what I have
done) scoring on computer can be done in less time and more cost
effectively. (I would also say that studying these new technologies
is very important.)

Is scoring for television any different from
movies?

Basically not. It’s just that you have less
time and less money. You are still trying to make your music work
with something visual on a screen. The biggest difference is that
you have better visual material in films than you do with
television, so you have to work a little harder maybe in TV. Also
for the arrangements in TV, you don’t have to think quite as big as
you do in film. You can get away with a bit less orchestration. You
don’t want to overplay your action on-screen, which is always a
good rule of thumb anyway. I find most film writers can write for
TV and most TV writers can write for film. However, film writers
don’t want to write for TV because they are used to the bigger
budgets and the additional work time that they have with film
projects.

What about the use of home MIDI* studios as
opposed to using live musicians?

I operate out of a home studio. It depends a
lot on the film. I do a lot of computer stuff but I also use live
players mixed in with that. When I say computers, I’m not implying
that the music is created by a computer. Everything that goes on
the computer is played by a live player (which in my case I play
myself). In many cases, composers bring in a keyboard player.

Still, a musician is playing the part, so
it’s not like some soulless piece of music sitting on a hard drive
somewhere. Somebody has breathed life into it. I don’t look down on
it at all.

However, there’s something special that you
get when a group of musicians gather in a room, a kind of magic.
There is the interplay between musicians that you don’t get when
one person plays all the parts. Of course, there’s also that sonic
tradeoff; there is something very stirring about putting 30 to 40
guys in a room and having all that air move around in there. You
just don’t get that from a computer.

But if you are dealing with television in a
small speaker, that doesn’t always translate anyway, so it’s not
that much of a big deal. Dealing with film on a large screen where
everything is somewhat bigger than life in front of you, I think it
becomes more important to deal with a live band.

 


* MIDI – Musical Instrument Digital
Interface

 


Did you study music when you were young?

As a kid I grew up taking classical piano
lessons from age 7 to about age 16 and did the whole bit with
recitals, etc. I was in orchestra, band, and marching band all
through high school. I was involved with anything that had to do
with music. I was a music major in college. I left college to go on
the road as a musician, then went back again to study composition.
I also studied computers at a private music school, Dick Grove’s
School of Music, when it first opened up. This is where I got my
first taste working with computers and electronic keyboard stuff.
The rest of it was the school of hard knocks.

How much can a film composer expect to
make?

That, of course, depends on how good you are
and how much work you get. A person doing a small budget film maybe
has a $20–25,000 music budget. Somebody doing two to three features
a year and maybe a TV show could be making up to $750,000 to
$1,000,000 a year. People who are doing multiple TV series (like
Mike Post) are pulling in multi-million figures per year. These are
people who have been doing this for many years and are seeing
residuals off television, which is really one of the nice perks in
the business. With the residual system, you get paid every time the
show is played. (Payment is made by a performance rights society –
in this country, BMI, ASCAP or SESAC. Payment rates are calculated
by each society as a result of their monitoring air use of their
writers’ and publishers’ works. –Ed.)

You are paid by the minute of music. The rate
depends on whether it is a network show and the time of day the
show runs. It is quite profitable. The average show will pay
roughly 33 cents per minute for music. You get paid per market, per
play, per minute. A good live action adventure weekly television
show might have 18 to 30 minutes of music in it. Take that times 33
cents times 150 markets or stations times 52 weeks. Then you can
figure the kind of money you can expect to make per year. (This
amounts to $46,000 to $77,000 per year. –Ed.) Multiply that by 33
cents by 150 markets or stations by 52 weeks to figure what you can
expect to make per year.

Film is a whole different ballpark. At the
moment, there is no pay to the composer for theater play of a
composition (in the United States). You get paid for theatrical
play of compositions in Europe only, and that takes you quite a few
years to see. That is part of why film budgets are quite a bit
larger than television budgets. You make it up front in film and on
the back end in television.

Television is probably the more lucrative of
the two, even though there is a lot more pressure. Also
aesthetically it is not quite as pleasing because you are working
under much tighter schedules and much smaller budgets.

 



JINGLE WRITER

 


A jingle writer is a songwriter who uses his
or her talent to promote a product. One of the more famous jingle
writers is Barry Manilow who wrote commercials for McDonalds and
Coca-Cola before he achieved fame as a pop singer.

It is helpful for the jingle writer to be
familiar with the advertising business and marketing techniques.
These skills can be learned in college or as an apprentice with an
advertising agency. This is a very competitive field and the top
performers can make incredible amounts of money. The average jingle
writer in a regional market can make a respectable living.

One doesn’t just fall into this business.
Success at a national level is obtained usually after a lengthy
period of floundering around in local, then regional markets. And,
like so many other businesses, individual performance determines
your level of success.

Local radio stations are good places to
start. If you have some songwriting or instrumental skills, it is
possible to utilize them in the advertising department of a local
station. If you’re good enough, possibly you’ll attract the
attention of an advertising agency or a bigger radio station. If
you continue to perform well, perhaps someday you’ll be cranking
out enough fast food ads to keep you in French fries the rest of
your life!

Each trade has its tools, and the jingle
business is no exception. A small home studio is a big plus, as it
enables the composer to create demos, or in some cases, complete
jingles at a reasonable price. With each piece you write, you can
add another example of your work to your demo reel. That and a
brief resume are helpful in securing work from agencies who
otherwise might not be aware of your talents. Be advised however,
that large ad agencies get hundred of reels from aspiring jingle
writers and that submitting a tape is effective only if you’ve done
the networking required to get it listened to.

 


 Interview with Dan
Williams

Jingle Writer

 


Retired, but at the time of this
interview, the head of one of the best jingle houses in America,
Dan Williams came to Nashville as an aspiring songwriter in 1970.
In 1983 he co-wrote the No. 1 country hit for Ronnie Milsap, “Don’t
You Know How Much I Love You.” Most of the songs he writes now are
for 30- or 60-second jingles. “It’s kind of like, a verse and a
chorus and you’re home,” Williams says. “Of course, it has to be
a good verse and chorus.”

 


How did you get started?

I was in a band that won an East Texas battle
of the band competition and some free studio time was given to us.
We had to have something to record so I wrote a song. The guy at
the studio liked it and for the next couple of years, age 16 to 18,
I wrote 90 to 100 songs. I was a pop/rock and roll songwriter, and
just as I turned 19, I moved to Nashville.

I had a lot of trouble because no one wanted
to listen to me except this one guy who gave me the opportunity to
write some jingles. I didn’t really even know what he was talking
about. The first one that I did was for Busch Beer, so I started
nationally which is very unusual. They were actually 60-second
songs instead of a hard-sell commercial.

I really haven’t drifted from that concept
much at all in the 21 years that I have been doing this. As the
jingles were put on the air, the stations started getting many
phone calls about them and requests to play those commercials. I
liked that sort of writing and actually got paid for it, so that’s
how I got started. I moved back to Texas a couple of years
later.

Even after my initial success, I still wanted
to do the songs, not jingles. I hadn’t grown up yet. In 1978, I
moved back to Nashville and decided I really wanted to get into it.
The first spot that I wrote was for Red Lobster and that was “The
Seafood Lover in You,” which is still running.

What does it take to be a successful jingle
writer?

Maybe a little bit of uniqueness,
originality. Maybe it’s because I grew up as a songwriter. I didn’t
grow up writing jingles. I’m not really into the jingles, per se.
This company likes to put a record approach to what we do and I
think that is what makes us different. We put a little more heart
and soul in our stuff. Everybody likes to say that, but I really
believe that.

When you were trying to get your stuff
noticed by people, how did you go about that?

When I started in 1978, I was with a group of
six or seven guys writing with a house in Nashville, which was in
competition with several other music houses. You just have to put
your work in there and hopefully it wins. From 1978 into the early
1980s I won most of the stuff and I can’t tell you why. I just work
very hard at it. I think you just have to listen and try to stay
abreast and ahead a little bit.

Did you have formal training?

Listening to the radio. That is how I learned
to write songs.

As an established music house, do you offer
any opportunities for apprenticeship?

Yes, there are many opportunities in the
jingle business. I do most of the jingle writing here but in the
industry there are many positions available for sales people,
musicians, singers, and arrangers. You just have to be very
focused.

What would you tell someone who is just
getting started?

It is hard. The hard thing is punching in. To
break into the jingle business I think you need to take a record
approach to it if you want to get into the top echelon. Approach it
as if you are writing 30- or 60-second songs. Also play your stuff
to your friends, play it to everybody, and be very critical of
yourself because you can really hurt yourself by bringing something
in that is not good. Many times you only get one shot, so make the
best of it even if it takes a little bit longer.

Do the jingle houses listen to unsolicited
material?

Oh, yes. We try to listen to everything that
comes in because you never know when you’re going to find
something. It’s hard but not impossible.

 


 Interview with Chuck
Surack

Owner of Sweetwater, Fort Wayne, Ind.

 


Sweetwater is arguably the world’s largest
online music retailer. Chuck Surack started the business in 1977,
working out of his garage, and the rest is history.

I was asked to call between 8 and 9 a.m. for
the interview. That’s because most musicians aren’t out of bed yet,
and Chuck would have time to talk. Around 10 o’clock the phones
light up with calls from all over the country: orders to fill,
service work to be performed, advice and instruction to be given.
The studio is backed up with advertising clients and work continues
into the night. It’s a music metropolis right here in Fort Wayne –
and it all started with a four-track Teac and a bunch of
talent.

 


How did you get
started?

Right in high school I played a lot of
wedding bands, gig bands, and the like. The bands I was in never
had vocals. We had a saxophone and trumpet player and played all
the standards. I eventually went on the road as a musician playing
full time in the typical Holiday Inn, Rodeway Inn type of band. I
never had any very formal training other than in high school. My
last year of high school I took just about all music related
courses. I even did some teaching – electronic things and the like.
I’ve always been into that. Most people didn’t know it was a
music-oriented school. I guess it really wasn’t, but because I was
at the top of my class I got to take charge of my curriculum. I
studied anything that I could get my hands on related to music.

Anyway, I played on the road for several
years and got to the point where being on the road was not exactly
what I wanted to do long term. So I came home and thought I was
going to get a real job. That lasted about three months. Then I
slowly started getting back into music.

Being on the road for several years, I was
going into recording studios with the bands that I was with. We’d
go in to record, and come to find out, production came naturally
for me, and I could make it sound better than the technical
recording engineer. Quite often we’d record at small radio stations
that had four or eight tracks so I’d end up being in charge on the
recording session.

I had a natural inkling for the stuff and
started piecing together my own equipment. I bought a four-track
Teac and thought that was the be-all and end-all. I thought, boy,
that’s all I’ll ever need, and I could do whatever I wanted to do
with four tracks. It didn’t take long to outgrow that technology so
I went to eight-, 16-, 24-track, and now we’re even looking at
digital.

Now I had all this recording equipment and
for the first several years I was recording bands and all sorts of
people out of the living room of a mobile home. That was our
recording studio. We had decent equipment and wrote pretty good
stuff, but the bottom line was the music. Things that were coming
out were sounding good. It’s been an uphill battle from there, but
I’ve developed a good business from those beginnings.

Did you have any success with that music
early on?

Locally, yes. All the radio stations were
playing stuff that came out of our studio. Then we got into the
eight-track days and we had a local band that had songs on HBO,
Cinemax, and Showtime. This was pre-MTV. The band was called Mark
Urgent and the song was called “On a Night Like This.” HBO played
the song in regular rotation in between their feature movies for
six weeks. In the meantime we were doing these bands at night. The
bands were fun and all that, but it was hard to make money so we
went after more corporate kind of stuff.

I can remember the first corporate thing I
did. I was hired by a local audio/visual company to go to Ohio to
the General Motors plant to record a year-end corporate speech. The
only thing is, and this really put me on the map, the guy forgot
what year it was. We finished with this hour-long tape for which
the company is paying big bucks (this is a year-end presentation to
the employees), and throughout the program the president of the
company has given the wrong year. So for about six hours I got out
razor blade and tape, copied and spliced and physically made the
company president say the right year. I found somewhere else in his
speech the consonant that I needed, copied it several times and
spliced it in and the guy had a perfect speech. From that point on
the company, AGS&R, (they are a very big slide show producer)
is one of our biggest customers.

Explain a little bit about
what you do now.

From a music production point of view, our
biggest thrust is doing jingles, although we don’t like to call
them jingles, just music that you pay for. I don’t care whether
it’s a jingle for radio, or for TV, or for background sound
effects, or for video production. We do a lot of work for training
films where they have us record a narration and then we post-score
music around it – anything that is involved with music or the
production of sound. We are doing everything from local jingles to
national jingles to animated robots that teach kids about drugs,
etc.

What is the key to your
longevity in this business?

We are in Fort Wayne with about 200,000
people, maybe a million in the rest of the county. During the past
10-12 years that I have been here eight to 10 serious studios have
come and gone. We make sure that what we do is right. I won’t
compromise to the point that if necessary, we’ll work all night
fixing the project to meet an eight o’clock deadline. We always do
it right. There is only one way to do things and if it pays off,
they (the clients) come back.

What about jingle writing? Are you involved
in the creative end of that?

In the early days I did it all myself, and
the last couple of years we’ve hired people to help.

What do you have that other people don’t
have that allows you to make successful commercials?

I don’t know that there is anything specific;
it’s a combination of things. One thing that most people don’t
realize is plain, good old business techniques. Music is important,
but to be honest it’s just a small part in the total formula. I
think anybody could write music and record it. It’s getting along
with people, being out there making contacts, being out there in
the world that makes the difference. So much of our business is
strictly from past reputation, referrals, people we know, that sort
of thing.

You almost have to be a psychologist,
balancing the creative people with the advertising people, who are
ultimately working for a client, who is ultimately trying to sell
the end customer. There are times that you feel in your gut that it
should be this way and the client wants it that way.

At times you may feel as if you are selling
your soul. I never thought that, however. I love the jingle
business. Every day we are working on a different style of music,
country to rock to big band to classical. I couldn’t do that if I
was a typical music producer doing rock albums or country albums or
whatever. We’ve done thousands of 30- and 60-second pieces of
music, every different kind imaginable.

What are your biggest accounts right
now?

HWI, Super Iron Out, McDonalds, and
Xerox.

How did you land national accounts out of
Fort Wayne, which is not exactly known as a jingle town?

Connections. We work very hard to get
referrals from our local agencies and past clients. There are a
couple of agencies right here in Fort Wayne that just will not
record with us. They think the “experts” are 500 miles away even
though we do work for McDonalds, HWI, and other national accounts.
They record everything in Indianapolis, yet I can’t tell you how
much we do for Indianapolis agencies. It gets to be funny after a
while.

Have you ever advertised?

We do very little advertising. It’s real hard
to get the attention of the guys who write the ads at advertising
agencies. Also, they get bombarded with hundreds and hundreds of
tapes from musicians who think they can write jingles. If you go
into any advertising agency I bet you they will have 20, 30, 40
tapes on the desk or on the wall from songwriters that think they
can write jingles. It is a very tough, uphill battle.

What advice would you give someone who wants
to be a jingle writer?

Probably no different from any other
business: Do everything you can as well as you can. You can always
at least lay your head down at night knowing you didn’t have to
compromise. You will know that you did your best even if you lose
out to another company. Also, get your business chops together.

The big thing I think is listening. I am
amazed at people writing stuff and they don’t seem to hear the
other things around them. I don’t mean to plagiarize or steal; but
boy, if you don’t know what is current and contemporary you are not
going to succeed. Keep listening. I’ve spent hundreds and hundreds
of hours recording other people’s jingles. I hire friends who
record TV commercials in their regional markets to bring them back
here and dissect them. It is interesting to listen to national
jingles and ask, “Why does that sound different?”, constantly
comparing our productions to things that are out there.

What about apprenticeship or schools that
teach this?

I am not aware of any schools that really
teach this. There are a couple of books that are advertised in the
music magazines and a few tapes available on the subject. It’s
really not that much different from songwriting in that a jingle is
a 30-second song. You’re writing the hook, writing chords, and
maybe a verse.

Can a hopeful jingle writer gain recognition
by submitting a tape to an advertising agency?

Absolutely. And submitting it again and again
and again. Persistence is important. I am still opening doors that
I first knocked on 10–12 years ago.

 


ARRANGER

 


The arranger is a composer of sorts who
writes parts to complement the songwriter’s work. When a songwriter
finishes a song, a rough version is recorded and commonly referred
to as the “demo.” It might simply consist of the songwriter singing
along with a piano or a guitar or it might be a well-produced
version with multi-instrumental accompaniment. The demo is given to
the artist and producer who will be recording the master version
for commercial purposes. The producer uses this version as a guide
during pre-production work and may refer to it during the actual
recording session. The songwriter’s melody and chord changes remain
unchanged, but the arrangements usually differ from the
original.

There are a couple of ways a producer can
communicate to the musicians about how song is to be performed.
First, the producer can play the song for the musicians and have
them “take down” the chord changes and form. Then, as a team led by
the producer, they will work out the arrangement. Second, the
producer can hire an arranger to notate the music for the session
musicians. The arranger’s job could be as simple as taking down the
chord changes and having them copied for the musicians or as
complex as writing out every note for every player on the recording
session.

The most common practice is to combine both
techniques. The arranger makes a sketch of the tune with the
appropriate chord changes and pertinent musical passages and the
studio musicians listen to the demo before they play it. This helps
them get the “feel” of the song. The arranger is often not brought
in until the basic tracks for a record are laid down and it is time
to add strings, horns, or background vocals. The arranger writes
out these parts to complement what is already on the tape.

My former employer, Kenny Rogers,
occasionally had the opportunity to use supplemental musicians for
a television show or special event. When we performed on
The Tonight Show and used the fine
musicians in the NBC Orchestra, one of my jobs was to arrange the
“charts” for them. I would listen to a recording (usually a
cassette tape in those days) of our group playing the song, then I
would compose lines, melodies, harmonies, etc. for the orchestra to
complement what we were already playing and what Kenny was singing.
The most challenging arranging job I had was to arrange Kenny’s
entire live show for the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra when they
joined us for a summer pops concert.

A successful arranger needs some schooling.
It is very difficult to pick up a pencil and start writing for all
the various instruments without a basic knowledge of the ranges,
tonal characteristics and other idiosyncrasies of those
instruments. Most music schools offer courses in orchestration or
arranging that anyone serious about this career should take.
However, a college education is not the last word; it merely gives
you some basic tools to work with.

Practical experience is essential and one way
to get it is by hanging out with and learning from an arranger who
is doing some good work. When I was younger I had the good fortune
to be taken under the wing of the late Bill Justis, a wonderfully
gifted composer and arranger from Nashville, who taught me a lot
just by allowing me to watch him work. Even though I have a degree
in music, I still consider the time that I spent with him my most
valuable learning experience in arranging. There also are several
books on the subject. I especially recommend Sights and Sounds by Henry Mancini.

Arrangers are paid on the basis of output;
therefore, it is necessary to develop speed in writing the music in
order to become financially successful. This is a laborious process
but can be developed with practice. When I arrange a series of
tunes I usually find the last few go much faster than the first few
because by the time I am towards the end of the project I am up to
speed. The musician’s union has different scales for recordings,
television, live performance, etc., and the rate is based on four
bars of music (referred to as a page of music). Some of the most
successful arrangers earn incomes in the six-figure range.

Some arrangers do symphonic work, some
orchestrate for film and TV, others transcribe arrangements for
high school and college bands, orchestras, and jazz ensembles. Each
requires the same basic skills and, depending on your musical
tastes, each can be rewarding for the arranger.


Interview
with Jeremy Lubbock

Arranger

 


Perhaps the most noted arranger in the
business, Jeremy Lubbock has a client list that reads like the
Who’s Who of popular music. His British
wit and depth of knowledge made for an interesting and informative
interview.

 


Tell me what you do.

I do a number of things: I arrange, produce,
and write songs.

This interview will be about arranging. Tell
me about that.

There are two schools of thought about this.
One is that you do it in a reasonably conventional way, which is
you go to school and learn how to do it. The other is that you
teach yourself how to do it. I think it is fair to say that if
you’ve got reasonably good ears, it’s possible to do that. The
advantage of not going to school is that your style tends to be
much more personal. You are not following anybody’s rules. There
are basically no rules in music except what your ear tells you. All
this crap about not having parallel fifths is absolute nonsense –
Who says? God never said you couldn’t have parallel fifths.

I sort of knew in the back of my mind that
even if I had the choice of going to school, I wouldn’t have taken
it. For what it is worth I would say that it is better to be
individualized. Being in a business that can be so competitive, you
have to sound like something special, otherwise you will just get
eaten up in everybody else’s work.

What do you have to know in order to do what
you do?

First of all, I had certain advantages. I
come from a very musical family. I am one of five children. My
father was not a professional musician, but a very fine, talented
musician. I mean really extraordinary. My three sisters and I were
a string quartet. We used to play, but we used to play without
music. At the age of 7 or 8, somebody would suggest a melody that
we all knew and we would make up harmonies. It was a completely
natural thing for us to do. When I went to what is the equivalent
of your high school, I played in the orchestra as a violinist. I
played Brahms symphonies; we didn’t mess around with Sousa and
stuff like that.

So, having grown up in a musical house and
having played in an orchestra, not only do I know what an oboe
sounds like, but I know what it is supposed to be doing. It’s not
supposed to be doing the same thing that a flute’s doing because
it’s a different instrument; it’s a different animal. The French
horn is not supposed to do the same as the bassoons. It’s a
question of knowing the cast of characters, and how to make them
shine. What is it that makes them sound the best, how do you write
for each instrument to make them sound the best, what is the basic
character of the instrument? So, that you have to know. It’s
extraordinary how many people I come across in the business who
don’t really know what things sound like.

Did you learn to read music in high
school?

I still can hardly read it, but I can write
it. Set me down at the piano and I go, what?? But I learned to know
it and to write it out.

Where did you learn how to transpose?

I don’t.

You write them out in concert pitch?

Oh, absolutely. Except I have occasionally,
on some really big scores for symphonies, burned my brains out and
transposed everything. You see, what you don’t know is that I
started out life as an architect. So I have a very sharply defined
visual sense. My eyes are as sharp as my ears. I need to be able to
see a score. The French horns are written a fifth higher than they
sound, but I want to be able to see where they are playing. I’ve
got to see it. It drives me crazy when you read miniature scores
and everything is in a different key. Yes I know how to do it, but
I don’t do it.

So if I were starting a record project, at
what point would I call you?

That depends how good a producer you are. The
single biggest mistake is made when a producer gives you a track to
work with and there is no room on it for strings. They are so busy
filling it up with guitar licks and synthesizer parts, and God
knows what. About half the time, the only time I hear my
arrangements is when I go away from the studio where I have just
cut it with a rough mix cassette on which the strings are clear.
Then three months later I go to the record store and I buy the
record and they are gone. It’s not just that they are quiet; they
are gone. I think, why do you spend all that money if you don’t
want to hear it?

If you are good producer you call me in when
you have a very basic track with vocals. Some people send me tracks
without the vocals and I have a hard time explaining to them why it
is that I need the vocals. So if they are sensible they call me
when they have a basic track then after you have done the strings,
then you put the guitar licks on it depending on how much space you
have left on the tape. There’s only room for a certain amount of
frequencies. Of course, there are no limits to the amount of tracks
you have, but after a while the frequencies all start fighting with
each other.

Do you have a philosophy about what works
and what doesn’t as far as string arrangements are concerned?

The problem is, Edgar, you see, every single
project that you are faced with is different, the singer is
different, the song is different, the track is different, the key
is different. So it is very, very hard to make generalizations.
But, what you do learn is that the track dictates very much how you
write your chart. Because there are certain string things that, in
order to be heard, you need a good deal of space. If you do a lot
of internal writing with strings you’ve got to have space to be
heard; otherwise, they get eaten up. So if you have a very thick
track, you do incredibly simple things that you know will be heard.
The most obvious one is to have the entire string orchestra just
play in octaves. That is always going to be heard, particularly if
the track is very thick. If the track is transparent or there is
room on the tape then you can do the more interesting stuff.

Tell me how you got a start and got
established as the arranger that you are. What did you have to go
through to get where you are?

A good deal of luck. I came to America
without any work at all. Nothing, absolutely nothing. I didn’t have
a work permit; I didn’t have any work. I only knew one person who
was in the industry and that was Henry Lewy, who in those days was
Joni Mitchell’s producer and engineer. I met him through a friend
and I did some demo work. Then I worked with Joni on that record
she made with Charlie Mingus.

Then Henry was hired to produce the last
record that Minnie Ripperton ever made. He took me to Minnie’s
house to meet her husband, Dick, who is a very good friend of mine.
I played them some of the stuff I’d done in England. Then they
hired me to do the entire record, everything, rhythm, brass and
strings. It created quite a stir. Quite a few people heard it who
liked it a lot, and thought it was unusual. That basically is what
got it started. The word spreads out that there is someone new in
town and they love that. So that was the catalyst that started
it.

In the last few years there has been a lot
of digital sampling and the synthesizer stuff. Has that affected
your work as an arranger?

Yes, I would say so, particularly with the
advent of sampling because people think they can do string charts
just by playing them on a Synclavier. It doesn’t sound the same,
but they don’t know that. I think the pendulum is going to swing
back in the industry.

Is most of your arranging for record
dates?

Yes.

Who are the artists you’ve worked with?

Well, there is almost nobody that I haven’t
worked with.

What would you tell somebody that wants to
be a successful string arranger?

First of all, they have to realize what it
takes to understand the strings. There is something special about
arranging for strings. In order to know that, it is very important
that you listen to some very significant music that has been
written over the years in the classical field. There are certain
composers that were just masterful at it. You have to know this
music and understand it. Elgar was probably as good as there ever
has been, and Vaughn Williams. There is some wonderful string music
by Bartok; there is also wonderful string music by Mozart, Bach,
and those people. As far as relevance to writing for records and
the like, I don’t think Mozart and Bach have that much to do with
it, but Elgar and Ravell certainly do.

I think one of the advantages I have is my
whole European background in string music. Most here just don’t
have it and it does sound different. I think it was that sound that
originally attracted people to what I was doing. Though they didn’t
know that is what they were interested in.

So you would recommend someone listen to and
get acquainted with the European style?

Yes, it is essential. There is no
19th-century American music; there is only
20th-century. There’s Copeland and Charles Ives, and all
those people, but there is no American equivalent to Elgar. There
is another thing I have never been able to understand: The
Americans are unbelievably disdainful of English music. It is
stupid is what it is, because they miss a terribly important
segment of music. It is certainly important to what I do. I think
it’s also important that arrangements are positively created rather
than just being there. It shouldn’t be like wallpaper. One should
actually create the atmosphere for that song. I think you have to
treat it like a very serious piece of music. It can’t be done in
just one morning.

How long does it take you to do an average
arrangement for a record?

Oh, I would say a couple of days. I like to
let it cook. I don’t like to rush it. I believe the people
contracting you want you to take the time as well. You can hear a
chart that’s done in just a morning or one that has been written in
two days. There’s a big difference.

 


COPYIST

 


When the arranger finishes his/her job, the
score is handed to the music copyist who writes out the individual
parts for the musicians. This is no small job and involves much
more than copying notes from the score. The transcriptions must be
accurate, legible, and easy for musicians to understand. The
copyist must study musical form, notation, and the use of symbols
in written music. There are several helpful books on the market:
One is The Art of Music Copying. Like most
jobs in the music business, the trade can be learned by
apprenticeship. When I learned arranging from the late Bill Justis,
his copyist, Jack Martin, taught me the basics of music
copying.

In the past, most music for commercial
recordings and live orchestra was written by hand with a pen and
ink. Commercially produced arrangements were copied with a music
typewriter. Now, a copyist can create commercial quality parts by
using music copying software, such as Finale or Sibelius on a Mac
or PC.

The music copyist is paid per page of music
copied. As with arranging, the rate varies according to its use.
Quality and output are the keys to being a financially successful
copyist. Most copyists who live in a recording town such as Los
Angeles, New York, or Nashville can make a decent living.

 



Interview
with Eberhard Ramm

Music Copyist

 


Eberhard Ramm was trained as a French horn
player and was principal horn in the Nashville Symphony from 1969
to 1978. In addition, he taught private lessons at the Blair School
of Music at Vanderbilt University, where he also performed with the
Blair Woodwind Quintet and the Nashville Contemporary Brass
Quintet. Active as a player in the Nashville recording studios for
25 years, he branched out into music preparation, arranging and
conducting. He has a 15 golf handicap – and you can see some of his
work at www.aardworks.com.

 


Tell me about being a music copyist and what
it takes to do that.

Well, it’s totally changed from when I
started, obviously. When I started it was all by manuscript, which
is a completely lost art now. In the last 20 years, computers have
taken over. So you have to have a certain amount of computer
knowledge, and that seems to be increasing into all types of other
programs outside of just music notation programs. But you don’t
have to be a total computer geek – the operating systems are so
stable and the software is good enough where you’ll get good
results without having to know a whole hell of a lot about
computers.

But I must say that I think the manuscript
experience – the experience of visualizing it and then drawing it –
was really helpful to me when I went over to do it on the computer.
There’s a certain feel that it instills in you in terms of how
things should look – what looks good to the player. There are a lot
of people doing this on computers now that really spit out some
pretty horrible-looking stuff. So it’s a matter of having a good
eye for layout – that’s a big part of it. And then you apply all of
your musical skills so you can help arrangers find and fix mistakes
and minimize your own mistakes, because if you understand the
context of the music it makes you do a much better job.

So some knowledge about theory,
orchestration, and things like that are really, really helpful to
have, and probably essential to doing a good job in any kind of
big-time way.

And the other main thing is just patience.
The copyists are always the last guys to have their hands on things
before the concert, or the session, or whatever, and it tends to be
last minute. So you have to be really efficient in order to be able
to handle that kind of stuff. But you still have to be really
patient; otherwise, you can make some really bad mistakes.

Now, you came to this business years ago
through being an instrumentalist?

No, I wouldn’t say that. I got started – I
think you’ll find this interesting – I got started because of
Irving Kane (laughter). (Note: Irving Kane was a notorious
Nashville trombone player. –Ed.) He got an arranging job from a guy
who was writing a musical about Jesus called The
Carpenter’s Son, and Irving didn’t know any copyists. He’d
never been hired to do anything like that and his own compositions,
he’d just scratch them out himself. We were just sitting around
talking about it, and I said, “Heck, I’ll do it,” ’cause I’d done
that sort of thing for myself for little arrangements I’d written
over the years. So I did the job, and Buddy Skipper (Nashville
arranger and music director. –Ed.) saw the copywork I did on that,
and he was looking for a copyist and so he hired me. I just kind of
layered on to that. So it was a complete coincidence, really.

How long ago was that?

That was in 1973? 1974?

Prior to that time, you were in the music
business as a what?

I was the first horn player in the
(Nashville) Symphony at that time.

What were some of the specific things you
needed to learn to be a copyist?

Well, I’d been exposed to enough symphonic
music and chamber music and all that stuff – I’d been doing that
since I was a kid. So I just had a pretty good idea about what
needed to go on the page – places where people needed cues so they
wouldn’t get lost and the relative size and importance of various
pieces of information. I had a good sense of that.

Well, you must have, because most people
don’t – they’re not intuitive about things like that.

You have to help guide the musicians whenever
possible. In session playing where you don’t normally cue a lot of
stuff, double bars and those kinds of things are really important
to have in the right place. And you break up the multi-measure
rests in the right place. If you’re counting rests and you have
four bars then five bars, and the trumpets come in real loud on the
fifth bar, you take out a pencil and you scribble in “trumpet.”
Then you always know where you are. As a copyist, even if you don’t
give them the cue, you give them the road map so they can write it
in and the player can feel his way comfortably though what’s going
on. And you make sure you don’t put the multi-measure rest across
phrases. You let the musicians use what I call their innate
musicality. You have to use your observation of what’s going on to
help the players who don’t have the benefit of having the whole
score in front of them.

Did you pick up any of your skills by means
of a mentor or by reading?

You know, I didn’t. But there are some books
out there – I know there used to be one – a book for manuscript
purposes – years ago. It was a book where this guy had set down
some hard and fast rules.

I believe I have that book. It’s called The
Art of Music Copying, by Clinton Roemer. (Now out of print, but
still available used from Amazon.com. –Ed.)

Yeah, that’s probably it. I never read that.
Again, I just trusted the fact that I had seen so much printed
music – I was a music geek growing up. I was around music four or
five hours a day. So I’ve seen a lot of printed music. All
different kinds – I looked at scores, and I play piano, horn. So I
got a really good idea of what needed to be on the page, and at the
time, I had a really good hand, too. A lot of people really liked
my manuscripts.

So a certain amount of artistic ability was
part of the drill, right?

Yes. A meticulous hand was really important.
George Tidwell (Nashville trumpeter and copyist. –Ed.) used to get
these fancy little rulers that he could slide across the page. He’d
make the stems and crescendos all real nice and even-looking. In
those days we used to use onionskin. (A type of semi-transparent
paper, also known as vellum. –Ed.) You’d make a cheater – you’d go
through the three trumpet parts and whatever they had in unison,
you’d put on the onionskin. Then you would print it up on regular
paper and then fill in the rest of it. So back in that day, you had
to have a really great spatial sense of where stuff was going to be
on the page. And again, now the computer does help you do that.

Now, if you were just starting out, where
would you go to learn about this?

I would just go back to published, printed
material and be as observant as possible about where stuff goes.
Looking at all the details, looking at a lot of different
material.

There’s one particular book out that I’ve
read quite a bit about. Something like Finale
Productivity, and I think it’s available online.
(Finale Productivity by Bill Duncan, book
and CD-ROM. See http://www.npcimaging.com/books/BillDuncan.htm.
–Ed.) It goes into a lot of detail about how to get the most out of
Finale. (Finale is music manuscript software that is arguably the
industry standard. –Ed.) Actually, if I were starting out now, I
think I would use Sibelius. (Sibelius is also music manuscript
software. –Ed.) I think most people are in agreement that it’s
easier to use. And like I say, try to study whatever you can get
your hands on.

If you’re in a town that does recording
sessions, try to get a professional copyist to show you some stuff.
I would also think there probably are classes in colleges and
universities that have music departments. (Online research shows
there are indeed classes. –Ed.)

Tell me what a typical project looks like
when it comes in the door. Can you describe the process from start
to finish?

Well, if it’s an orchestral thing, then it
comes in as a big, handwritten score, with all the shortcuts an
arranger can possibly take. If it’s a single arrangement, you just
deal with one file. But if it’s a series of arrangements, which it
so often is, then the first step for me is to make a template for
that project. And spend some time with it and hopefully catch every
little nuance. Make sure you get all the instruments named right,
and all their transpositions taken care of, and any other things
that are going to be recurring in that project. The template needs
to have that. Set up whatever your playback instruments will be for
listening back. And then you save it as whatever the title is of
the song.

And you just start from it – I lay out where
all the double bars are and the tempo markings – that’s the first
pass. And then the second pass is putting in pitches, and then you
have a pass where you edit those pitches with whatever information
– dynamics, articulation – that kind of thing. Then I do a
proofreading pass, which would include a playback – just listening
for any glitches. Then, an actual, physical pass of visually
checking everything. And then you have to create the parts and lay
them out. And then you print the parts.

Actually, what I do is I print them to 8 ½ by
11 and I have a copier designated for the purpose of blowing them
up to 9 ½ by 12 ½-inch paper. So I blow them up 89 percent so they
fill up a music stand. It’s more or less the size of standard
manuscript paper. 8 ½ by 11 looks dinky on a music stand. There’s
no need to do that.

And scores can be all sorts of different
sizes. A very good size for scores with larger instrumentation is
11 by 14. It fits on a music stand pretty well. The 11 by 17 gets
real floppy. And also, I print it on heavier stock – 32-pound,
laser print-quality paper. It sits on a music stand – it won’t fall
over. Then for theater projects that are going to run for an
extended period of time, I have to use a heavier stock than that,
like a hundred-pound text, which can take months and months of
abuse.

Is here anything else you’d like to add?

I think one of the main things for people to
know about this particular line of work is that a lot of times it
functions under extreme time pressure. I just did a recent project
for the Old Globe Theater in San Diego. They just opened a
production of Sammy, which is about Sammy
Davis Jr. All the vocals would be changed all the time. That went
on for about a month – all the little vocal lead sheets. And then I
got into the orchestrations, and that lasted another month. Leslie
Bricusse, he wrote the show. There are 25 songs for a 13-piece pit
orchestra. And I worked for two solid months, seven days a week.
Most days I worked double-digit hours in order to bring home that
project. That’s the nature of the beast.

It also tends to be “feast or famine.” This
gig came on the heels of having absolutely nothing come across for
January and February. Now, that was because of the economy,
primarily. Somebody who is high-strung and can’t deal with the time
pressures and those kinds of issues definitely should not be in
this line of work.

 


ON RECORD

Music Publisher, Record Producer, Recording
Engineer, Artist & Repertoire (A&R), and Record
Promoter

 


It isn’t an accident when a tune climbs to
No. 1 on the charts. A whole team of people has worked very
diligently on that tune since it was written. The record industry,
viewed by some as a looming enigma, is actually quite
understandable and accessible once it is broken down into the
various parts that make up its whole. The different departments,
perhaps manned by musicians who for whatever reason have gravitated
toward the business side of music, all work together to find
talent, match songs with the talent, record the songs, promote,
market, and sell the finished product: a record.

Here is a look at some of the job
opportunities in the recording industry.

 


 MUSIC PUBLISHER

 


Music publishing is the business of getting a
product – in this case a song – in front of the public and
collecting the money that is generated as a result of public
consumption. The music publisher works with the songwriter to
develop songs, perhaps tailoring them to meet the needs of a
particular artist or situation. The publisher then “pitches” songs
to recording artists, which is arguably the most important
function.

A songwriter can write songs until blue in
the face, but those efforts are futile if there is no way to get
these tunes recorded. Hopefully, the publisher has enough
connections in the recording industry to get the writer’s tunes in
front of artists and producers.

Publishers also negotiate fees and collect
money for the various ways a song may be used. For example, if a
song is used in a motion picture, the publisher negotiates those
fees with the movie producers. The publisher may also be
responsible for advising the performance rights societies when the
writer’s tunes are used in a TV show.

There are three performance rights societies
in the United States: ASCAP, BMI, and SESAC. They all serve the
same function: to monitor airplay and other public performances of
music, collect fees from users, and distribute the money to the
writers and music publishers. (See Resources for information on
performance rights societies.)

There is considerable money in music
publishing if you have the wherewithal to get your songs recorded
and played on radio or TV. A publisher can expect to make several
thousand dollars from a tune that gets Top 40 airplay, or as much
as several million from a tune like “The Gambler,” which has not
only been played on the radio, but was the title song for five TV
movies and the theme music for many other events. Publishers are
also always happy to have their tunes used in national advertising
campaigns, which can generate up to six-figure fees.

Music publishers should have sound business
knowledge and a keen ear for commercial music. Business knowledge
can be obtained by getting a degree with an emphasis in music
business. A good ear for commercial music, however, comes from
years of experience in the business.

You can get a business degree in music from
several colleges, such as Belmont College in Nashville, Tennessee.
You can get experience in the publishing business by signing on
with a publisher to do menial tasks: making CD copies, typing lyric
sheets, etc., starting at the bottom and working your way to the
top. You must be able to work well with people because that is what
the publishing business is all about – interacting with writers,
recording artists, and producers. It is essential to establish
contacts in the industry, just as in any other business, and this
takes time.

The publishing business can be very
expensive. There are recording costs, writer’s salaries (draw
against royalties), and other general expenses. However, profits
can be enormous if a publisher manages to have a few hits or places
his music in a long-running television series.

Want to start your own publishing company? It
is not that hard to do, but getting to the point where the
royalties are pouring in is a whole different story. Learn as much
as you can about the business first by working in a publishing
house. As your understanding of the business grows, find a writer
that you believe in that is new in town and hasn’t been signed. Get
that person (who could be you if you are a
writer and want to self-publish) to agree to sign over the
publishing rights to his songs to you in exchange for your shopping
or “pitching” the tunes to all the artists and producers you can
get to. Select a name for your company and clear it with ASCAP,
BMI, or SESAC. Start knocking on doors, dropping off CDs, sending
out MP3s, and networking with other publishers, writers, producers,
artists, and managers. This is shoestring-budget publishing, by the
way. If you are fortunate to get a cut that brings in some decent
royalties, maybe then your business could afford to put your
writer(s) on a draw, and maybe hire some administrative people. It
is much easier to get your songs to the right people if they know
you’re professional and in it for the long haul.

 


 Interview with Ree
Guyer

Wrensong Publishing

 


What is your background?

I’m from St. Paul, Minnesota, and went to St.
Mary’s College in Winona, Minnesota, where I studied studio arts
and psychology for a double major. My main focus was as a potter. I
had been a potter from age 15 until I graduated from school and
that is what I did every summer. My father was a writer and a
musician and had a lot of success being a toy and game inventor. I
had sung on several things and written a lot with him throughout my
childhood. So hanging out with him in all the studios in that area,
I knew many musicians and writers. He had a catalog of about 10
songs. There were two other writers who had about 10 songs each so
we started with 30 songs. It was out of a need that my father and
these writers had to get their songs out. They were doing wonderful
demos out of a really fine studio in Minneapolis, Sound 80, where
Michael Johnson, Melissa Manchester, and Jim Croce also worked out
of.

My father hired a woman to plug his songs.
After three months she said, “Forget it, I can’t get into any of
these doors and I don’t want to do this.” I said to my father,
“Hey, I know all these musicians, all these writers, let me try to
do something with these songs.” He agreed and so I started this
venture (at this point on a part-time basis) by getting a list from
Michael Johnson of about 12 or 15 publishers. These were publishers
that he had worked successfully with over the years in Nashville.
He gave me the list and said to go for it. I got to know these
publishers and started sending them songs.
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