So, You Want To Be A Rock Superstar?
by Matthew Spitz
Cue: “Midnight” by Outbound

Narrator: When I was thirteen, I picked up the guitar and wanted to be a rock star.  I played in a few bands in high school and thought about doing it as a career, but since the music I played was a little too - quirky- I never thought that a record company would sign my band, and I gave up.  As it turns out, after some research, I discovered that with a bit of effort and clever marketing, anyone can be a rock star.

Cue: “Rock Superstar” by Cypress Hill (chorus)
Narrator: So, you want to be a rock superstar?  You’ve got your hit single, you’ve finally tricked the second guitar player into playing bass, and you’re ready to be on MTV.  Hold your horses, champ.  Let’s make a game plan.  The fundamentals of being a professional, recording musician are making the recording, distributing it, and then promoting the hell out of it.  Consider this your little guide to the industry.  It won’t give you all the answers, but it’ll give you a better sense of your options.  Ready?  Let’s begin…
Cue: “Beginnings” by Chicago

Narrator: The first thing you need to do is to make a recording to show people what you’ve got.  Conveniently, with recent developments in audio technology, making a recording has become much easier and less-expensive.  Ten years ago, you had to pay a lot of money for professionals in a studio to record your music, and often, it was after you were already signed by a record label.  Taylor Still, San Francisco drummer:

Taylor Still: When I first started playing in groups, we’d set up a boom box in the corner and hit record but now the technology and computers; they’ve allowed us to make professional sounding demos and almost have them border on album quality.
Narrator: With programs such as ProTools and DigitalPerformer, you can make a complete recording right in your own basement with a relatively low investment in equipment.  Bruce Adams, co-founder of Kranky Records, discusses how easy it is to record with a personal computer such as an Apple G5.
Bruce Adams: If you can buy a G5, you can make music.  Part of it is that with technology, the entry barriers into the industry are much lower.  If you have a G5, you can master a record and that can serve as a master for manufacturing.

Narrator: OK, so you just spent a couple of weekends keeping the neighbors up at 5am, but now you’ve got your recording.  What now?  You basically have two options.  The first option is to approach a major record label and see if they’ll take you.  Your other option is to work a bit more independently on distributing and promoting your recording.  Let’s say you take the first option and decide to woo a record label…
Cue: “Everything to Everyone” by Everclear
Narrator: A major record company will do everything for you.  They’ll promote you, they’ll put you on the radio, they’ll pay to make another recording in a professional studio, and they’ll put your CD in stores.  Gravy, eh?  Not quite.  Matt Payne, keyboardist and gigging musician:

Matt Payne: A lot of the time, it’ll be like, people go “oh, they’re doing something cool,” and a producer will latch onto that and say, “ok, we gotta get you to do this and this and this,” and even though they start with those kinds of beginnings, it gets completely destroyed by the time it gets to the point where they’re using multi-million dollar studios, and the producer has taken them so far that they no longer sound like what they originally sounded like.
Narrator: The reality is that record companies have to make money, and if you’re not the kind of sound that they think will make money, then they won’t work with you.  And even if they will work with you, oftentimes, you won’t be given appropriate attention because you’re not as lucrative as other artists on their label.  Ali Giampino, Seattle-based booking agent:
Ali Giampino: If it’s a smaller band, it’s almost as if they don’t know what to do with them and they don’t have time and their priorities are always with the bigger bands, and so they can drop the ball a lot…
Ali Giampino: I can’t tell you how often they send all the posters two days before the show in a big FedEx box… what good is that going to do?
Narrator: So maybe a major record label isn’t the best option.  What if you try to do it on your own?  You’ve got the recording out of the way.  All you have to do now is to distribute the recording and promote it.  Let’s talk about distribution.

Cue: “The Repudiated Immortals” by Of Montreal
Narrator: When it comes to distribution, you basically have two options.  You can approach an independent record label, or you can do it all by yourself.  Independent labels offer services that are more customizable than those of a major record company.  For example, they may not do any booking or recording, which saves you the cost of the overhead for those services.  Instead, they might just distribute your CDs.  What this means is that you’ll make more money on each individual disc sold.  Where you’d make fifty cents a record with a major label, you might make up to five dollars on an independent.  You’ll have people working for you with business experience, but they won’t completely take over your goals as an artist.  Chris Ayer, solo artist at Stanford University:
Chris Ayer: A goal of mine is to get some sort of backing.  Not just to have an album that makes money or a tour that makes money, but to have a group of people who are focusing their energy and time on the business side of it so I don’t spend my whole day at Happy Donuts.
Narrator: Smaller labels are also more open to signing different kinds of music.  Since the major record labels invest so much money in overhead, they expect a large payout and will tend to sign only bands that they can be sure will earn that much money.  The investment is smaller for independent labels, so they don’t need to earn as much money back to pay off the cost of production.  Taylor Still:
Taylor Still: They’re willing to take more chances, and yeah you’re going to run into some weirder music, stuff that’s not as accessible, but at the same time, if you’re willing to sift through it, you can find some really cool stuff on indie labels.
Narrator: Since smaller labels sign artists that fit a particular niche, they have experience marketing to that niche and can find ways to inform people who would be most likely to go to the show.  Ali Giampino:
Ali Giampino: A smaller label has more connections directly to the people at the record store to make sure that they’re going to make sure that they put all of their posters up; they work the press.  I think that a lot of my indie labels do a good job of that and some of the major labels don’t.

Narrator: Of course, if you don’t want to sign with a smaller label, you could always contract a CD pressing company to create the album and then distribute it yourself.  Most stores have a consignment section for artists that aren’t distributed by a label.  For example, a store will hold ten copies of your album but not actually buy them from you.  When someone purchases a CD, you get a portion of the sales.  Since record stores don’t lose any money in consigning with an artist, they’re willing to do it.  Obviously, distributing the album yourself can be difficult, but if you know who to talk to, you can do it.  
Fade out: “The Repudiated Immortals”

Narrator: All right, so you’ve got your album, and it’s in stores.  Let’s promote it.
Cue: “Something” by Sam Prekop
Narrator: When it comes to promoting your music, you once again have two options: get someone to do it for you or do it yourself.  Let’s examine the first approach.  If you don’t want to do promotion all by yourself, you should hire a publicist and a booking agent.  The publicist will get your name out there, possibly in newspapers, in fanzines, on billboards, and on the radio.  The booking agent will find places for you to play and make the necessary arrangements.  Matt Payne:
Matt Payne: I think that the answer lies in finding as many people who are interested in what we do as possible.
Narrator: Obviously, if the people you work with really feel some connection to your music, you can rest assured that they’re working hard not just for the money, but for what your music means to them.  Ali Giampino:

Ali Giampino: I only work with musicians that I like their music… I just kinda go from the heart and if I hear the music and find it really something different and interesting that I love, then I work with it.
Narrator: If you don’t want to hire someone else to promote you, you can also do it yourself.  The Internet is an amazing tool for you to get your name out there.  All it takes is a few shared tracks and a website, and people around the world can hear your music.  Matt Payne:
Matt Payne: The Internet makes it fifty billion times easier.  I tell my friends, “hey, I’m in a band!  It’s T9music.com” and they go there and, well, they like it or they don’t, but that doesn’t take any effort on my part…  The effort to check us out is so low that people are willing to do it.
Narrator: Besides promoting yourself on your website, another way to get your name out there is to distribute your music through file sharing.  Having your album float around for free on the Internet is a double-edged sword.  On one hand, people aren’t buying your album if they can get it for free, but they’re also listening to something that they otherwise wouldn’t have.  For the artist on the major record label, which provides a lot of the promoting the extra bit of distribution from file sharing doesn’t do much, and the artists only see the loss in revenue.  However, for smaller artists, file sharing is invaluable.  Chris Ayer:
Chris Ayer: I might lose a little money from people who steal the songs and might not ever buy an album, but having more people listen to the songs enables you to play more shows; you just want to have exposure, and it’s most important from the perspective of making music to have people listening to it.
Cue: “Good Impressions (4/28/02)” by Outbound
Narrator: The reality of the smaller artist is that you’re going to have to make most of your money while playing shows.  Taylor Still:
Taylor Still: You definitely have to take initiative and make it happen on your own.  It’s all well and good to fully produce an album, but if you never get out to play for people, no one will buy it.
Narrator: People won’t buy your album if they don’t know who you are, but chances are, unless you have intense, national distribution, you won’t make much money on your albums, anyway.  Bruce Adams:
Bruce Adams: If you’re a good band and have a devoted following, you can make more money in a single night than would from a cumulated record sales over a period of time…  
Bruce Adams: …sales are going to go down, but people are always going to pay money to go to a bar and drink beer and watch music.  That will be more of a consistent money maker over time than anything else.
Narrator: Megan Miller, a music major at Stanford University who’s interested in becoming a professional musician, echoes Adams and defines a new paradigm for the relationship between albums and touring.
Megan Miller: There’s no way to make money on albums anymore.  Online, everything is for free, and someone will get it out there if you don’t put it out yourself.  I think it’s more of a benefit just to think of your digitally recorded music as an advertisement for you.  Like your ambassador, goes out and gets spread between tons of people and people find out who you are.  And then make money at shows.
Narrator: Previously, artists would get picked up by a record label, get promoted, release an album, and then tour to support the album, but today, artists make all of their money on touring and just use albums as a promotional tool.  Since it’s easy to make and distribute a recording, artists don’t have to invest much into making an album.  With modern technology, promoting oneself is easy, provided that you have the drive to do it.
Cue: “The Tallest Man, the Broadest Shoulders” by Sufjan Stevens
Narrator: So there you have it!  From recording to distribution to promotion, you’ve got your options.  Your basic decision to make is how much of the work you want other people to do.  Signing with a major record label is great because they’ll promote you to no end, but you might have to sacrifice some of your music to make it more marketable.  Alternatively, you can work to get a label, an agent, or both to help you distribute and promote your music, but you’ll have more control of what you sound like.  Maybe you could choose a combination the various options we’ve seen.  Chris Ayer:
Chris Ayer: The thing I hear from a lot of people is “wait as long as you can,” because at some point, they’re going to clamor to sign whatever contract you want them to.
Narrator: Once you’ve become sufficiently established and have a fan base, record companies will have a more difficult time trying to change your music.  That way, you can benefit from their distributive advantages without selling out to their marketing strategy.  Chris Ayer:
Chris Ayer: The bottom line is just that I never want to find myself making a career in music but losing the thing that made me want to do it in the first place.  The enjoyment of it, the sort of purity of self, the connectedness that you feel towards other people when you play songs for them.  If you ever have to compromise that, then you might as well just get a job and make some money.
Narrator: So this might be the best option, if you’re really committed to your artistic integrity.  Do as much of the legwork as you can on your own and if you need help with business, by all means, contract it.  The beauty with modern technology is that the process of becoming a professional musician is much more compartmentalized, so you only have to pay for the services that you really need.  That way, you can effectively market yourself without hampering your artistic desires.
Cue: “Rock Superstar” by Cypress Hill (bridge)

Narrator: Seems pretty easy, doesn’t it?  The only catch is that it’s really easy for everyone else, too, so you’re going to be up against a bit of competition.  David Baron of The Spin’s Band:
David Baron: It’s tough because there’s increased technology and it’s cheaper to record, and the Internet and things are more available to you.  But, at the same time, they’re more available to everyone else.  Maybe it was tougher to do it back then, but that meant that because it was tougher, fewer people were willing to do it.  And now that it’s easier to do, anybody can be a recording artist.
Narrator: Sure, becoming a professional artist is easier these days, but all of this clever marketing and production isn’t really worthwhile unless you put forth music good enough to merit it.  Bruce Adams:

Bruce Adams: How do you get to Carnegie Hall?  Practice, practice, practice.  The democratization of music is great and the variety of choices is great, but it also means that because there’s a lower entry barrier that there’s more dross out there.  It’s more incumbent on musicians to really have their stuff together and to represent themselves with the best possible material.
Narrator: If you’re good, there are ways to get yourself out there.  Make it happen, champ.  It’s all you.  Who knows?  You could be the next rock superstar.
Fade up “Rock Superstar” (chorus)
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