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How to Record an Album

As an aspiring flutist I have been considering a number of career paths in music, one of which being recording.  I have always wanted to know the process behind producing a professionally cut CD.  How does an independent artist get out a CD with their name on it?  To many in the music industry, this question might be simple, but to me, the process seemed so foreign; almost like an exclusive club that so few have figured out how to get into.  If I wanted to make a CD, where on earth do I start?  I’ve wondered if there is some sort of official step by step process that I can just follow.  There are so many things to take into consideration, such as copyrights, studio time, the actual CD itself, where to sell, how to sell, and things I couldn’t possibly think of.  I realized the only way to discover all of this was to do it myself.  When I came across the generous research grants given by Washburn University’s research committee, I took it as an opportunity to solve this puzzle, and with the help of Dr. Rebecca Meador, my flute instructor and project advisor I jumped head-first into the recording industry.

THE PROCESS


I was fortunate enough to speak with the owner of a local recording business known for helping independent artists achieve their musical goals.  She informed me that her business was more of a partnership with the artists as opposed to big name labels which tend to dictate all the terms of the musical process.  Despite this difference she was still able to help me get a better grasp on the “official” process of producing a CD.  In order to simplify what I have learned for other hopeful recording musicians out there, I have compiled an overly broad step process.  
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I say “overly broad” because every situation is different.  Most of those steps can be handled by a producer or a record label.  Having a label back you is very beneficial considering the process can be incredibly expensive.  I’ve wondered why everyone doesn’t already have an album out there, and realized that paying for studio time alone can be a fortune not likely to be made up by the sales of the CD, which is why step one is so important.

MY EXPERIENCES


As a sophomore flute performance major with 11 years of intensive flute study and two years teaching experience, my teacher and I decided that we could accomplish my goal.  Although I may not have as much qualifications as other flutists, I did have the other two necessities: ambition and a great idea.  We considered pursuing one of two ideas.  I could either play original flute music from local composers or record an accompanying CD to a collection book.  An example of such is Mary Palchack’s recording of Flute Music by French Composers.  Many flutists use this as an example of how to play the music in this book, and the idea came to me that we could do this at an elementary level.  As a teacher, I know how beneficial it would be to students in my studio to have an audio guide for the music in their collection books.


The idea of recording an elementary collection book was ideal because there are many books out there that have yet to be recorded, they are easily marketable, and the publisher of the book could be instrumental in backing the project.  Ideally, all I would have to do is record the book and they would handle any licensing issues (because they would already own all the music), the manufacturing of the CD, and all marketing.  One of my main selling points to the publisher was that the CD would be extremely beneficial to teachers with studios similar to mine (studios hosting a large number of elementary players).  The CD would be used as a guide to help the student so they can achieve a better sense of the music that they are playing from the book.  I saw this idea as easily marketable as it could be sold along with the book, and also in demand as a learning aid rather than “just another CD”.  What I then needed was a specific book to single out; particularly one that has not been recorded.  I, of course, didn’t want to create competition for myself.  After taking some preliminary looks into the intricacies of this endeavor, we decided to approach a music publisher that many musicians and teachers are familiar with.  After much persistence and a couple of e-mails, I was fortunate enough to get the president of that company, on the phone.  He was very pleasant and kind enough to give me a few moments of his time so that I could propose my idea of creating an audio track for one of his elementary books and ask which he would like to have recorded.  It seemed as though contacting the president of a music publishing company with recording proposals might be out of the ordinary, because although he kindly complied, he seemed taken aback at my forthright request.  Perhaps it is usually the publisher’s decision to record or put out tracks with the printed music, not some flutist out in Topeka, Kansas.  However, despite any confusion that I might have caused by my untraditional ways, he still appeased my request and suggested one of their publications.  I was fortunate in that the suggested book was already one I was using with a number of my students, and I was personally familiar with it.  He asked that I put together a demonstration CD and send it to him.  We discussed how it would sound with accompaniment or simply flute alone.  So, I took the ideas to my flute teacher and we started pulling it all together.


I was fortunate enough to have the generous help of a local composer, Jean Marshall, who was willing to compose piano accompaniments to three selected pieces from the book.  We also composed an additional harp accompaniment to one of the pieces so that the publisher would know that he had the option of choosing different accompanying instruments.  I was also fortunate enough in that I had facilities at the university available to me and I was able to record in the concert hall with the generous help of the university’s recording engineer, Lyle Waring.  I also contracted the help of a fellow student, Rebecca Bumgarner, who was both a skilled pianist and harpist.  The recording itself took place a week later.  We wanted to get this project underway quickly so that it remained fresh in everyone’s mind and because of the constraints of the research project timeline.  There were a number of obstacles encountered during the two recording sessions.  We originally scheduled one, but had to do a second session the next day because of a number of problems.  First off, there was construction going on in the hall, so we relocated to the band room with all our equipment.  Our piano in this new room was out of tune, and the continual banging from the surrounding workers made our seemingly easily task a hair-pulling one.  Not to mention the three hours of work were futile thanks to the unmistakable humming of one of the microphones.  On our second try we encountered much more success using a non-humming microphone, an in-tune piano, and high spirits.  The construction, however, remained a slight annoyance.  All in all, after a couple hours of work, we were able to pull off a fine CD with seven recordings of three songs out of the book.  Each with flute and piano, flute alone, and one with a harp.   What I learned is that no matter how simple a song can be, getting through it flawlessly can take up to 23 tries.  Perfection is a myth.  There are only levels of acceptance, and our level was one with no squeaks, good intonation, definitely no wrong notes, and plenty of heart.  


After our demo CD was ready, I assembled a professionally bound written proposal.  Inside it I included my musical resume (which all promising musicians should have) and the sheet music for the accompaniment.  I also had a cover letter which outlined my proposal and sounded as appealing as possible.  This was possible because I was willing to work for next to nothing (necessary due to my age and limited experience recording), yet had the skill and resources to assemble a high-quality CD.  Besides gaining knowledge of the recording industry, I hoped to draw more from this experience such as a positive and successful working relationship with this publisher that could be beneficial in the future.


 It was then that we waited, and waited…..and waited.  About three weeks later I received word that he was interested and willing to give it a try.  The arrangement was that I was to complete the songs in the book and turn over the master CD with all the tracks from the book in return for a stipend that was to cover all costs involved.  When the elation subsided, we went into high gear.  We replied accepting his offer and requesting a written agreement (step 2).  I asked the same composer to arrange accompaniment for the remainder of the songs in the book (all 44 of them), and at a rate of about six per day, my accompanist and I started diligently laying down the tracks (step 3).  My pianist had to do twice as much work as I because, as per his request, we were to have the flute and piano play once and then the piano alone so that the student may play along as well.  The thing we then had to take into consideration was tempo.  We needed to choose a tempo that was age appropriate for the students using this book.  We
	Average hours of recording per day
	3

	Total days needed
	10

	Number of songs in books
	47

	Total number of tracks needed
	94

	Total takes
	505

	Average takes per track
	5


needed to be consistent in the chosen speed so we devised our own sort of “click track” where the pianist would play with a set of headphones on that was hooked up to our metronome.  I did my best to follow her, but we didn’t have the technology available so that both of us could listen to the same beat.  This was the cause of a few minor mistakes, but overall still proved effective.  I also tried to reinforce basic concepts in the music, such as proper breathing, phrasing and dynamics.  With these ideas intact, I was sure to have a superior CD.  The ‘superiority’ so to speak, did, however, come at a slight time commitment.

Upon completion of all the recording my job was done and the other steps: CD manufacturing and marketing are up to the publisher. When I had a solid compilation, I sent it off to the publisher where the rest is in their hands.  If all goes smoothly, I soon shall have a genuine album out in the music industry that features my talent and skill.


The knowledge I have gained from this experience could never have been matched by any handbook of recording, if one existed.  As frustrating or scary as it might have been sometimes, I am more than positive that the best way to learn what I needed to was simply to charge boldly into this personally unfamiliar territory.  The best part is that I know there is still more to discover and learn in this fascinating world of music.  I look forward to discovering and taking advantage of all the opportunities I will have in the future.

1.  Musical Talent, Ambition, and a great idea


2.  Contracts with all those involved


3.  Studio time to record


4.  Printing of the CDs


5.  Marketing











