Coats 9

Music’s New Era of Choice

     Over the past several years, digital technological innovations have revolutionized business industries all over the world.  The invention of the computer and the digital technologies that accompanied it, have changed business models, consumer demands and economic climates.  Devices like cell phones, laptops and servers networking together and performing tasks has made business “smarter” and faster (Arthur).  Today, many modern business industries have been affected by this changing technology. However, the music industry has possibly been the most substantially influenced.  Through my experiences as a songwriter, touring musician, producer and engineer as well as the facts indicated by the research; it is clear that modern digital technology has democratized and forever changed the music industry.  I feel it is my responsibility to persuade all modern music consumers to take advantage of the opportunities gained by this technology and diminish the “monopoly power” of the major record companies (Lam and Tan 68).  Digital technology has awarded control of an industry once dominated by record labels and executives to the musicians and listeners themselves.

     Before the dawn of the digital age, finding new music was like going to a restaurant looking for a variety of food and having your choices limited to the soup of the day.  In other words, the consumers looking for new music could only choose between the artists that the major record labels were currently pushing or featuring.  The major record labels in the mainstream market: EMI, Sony, Universal, Warner and BMG, controlled which artists would be represented on the shelves, heard on the radio and seen in concert (Lam and Tan 66).  However, digital technology brought in a new era of music; the era of choice.  To a modern music consumer this means that the availability of music has been vastly expanded.  This change in the industry can be seen particularly in the areas of audio production and music distribution.   

      New forms of music distribution have greatly contributed to the availability of new music. Without a digital medium like the Internet, music consumers were once limited to brick-and-mortar retailers or a retailer located in a physical building.  These retailers and major record labels shared a symbiotic relationship; major record labels were heavily dependent on brick-and-mortar retailers to sell their products, likewise retailers relied on labels to provide their material Lam and Tan 66).  An artist signed with a major record label, depending on their contract, is forced to share a large portion of their sales with the label.  This was necessary because there was no other way to distribute material to a traditional brick-and-mortar store expect through a traditional distribution company or a label (“Music’s Brighter Future”).  However, all this has changed with the introduction of digital distribution.

     Digital distribution made its introduction in the late 1990s coming from “unauthorized file-sharing” networks between computer users.  These users would “rip,” or copy their CDs into compressed files called MP3s and through the recently increased bandwidth, begin to share music files through peer-to-peer networking software. Shawn Fanning’s innovative and infamous software, Napster, quickly progressed to become the most recognized peer-to-peer network.  According to communications researcher Natalie Klym, the ability for users to trade songs between one another while searching through a “centralized index of available content” provided listeners with a tremendous tool for locating new music.  However, Napster proved “efficient enough” to no longer be considered legal under the fair use clause (Klym 3).

     In 1999, the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) sued Napster for copyright violation (Klym 4).  In April of 2000, the well-known “heavy-metal rock group Metallica” also filed a lawsuit against Napster for “copyright infringement”. Shortly thereafter the rapper, Dr. Dre, did the same.  An appeals court demanded Napster be dismantled in July of 2000.  After some delay, Napster was eventually “shut down” for good as a free peer-to-peer network in 2001 (Biagi 98).  However, Napster was later “revamped” by Roxio (Klym 5) as a legal distribution network provided for members willing to pay a subscription fee (Biagi 98). 

     After Napster and early MP3 services were discontinued, user’s demands for free music downloads remained “stimulated.”  Many consumers turned to other downloading services such as KaZaA , Limewire and Grokster.  These software companies argued that they were not “liable” for “illegal activity” in their systems because contrary to Napster, “they did not manage a centralized directory”.  Courts agreed at the time saying, “these new networks were more like copy machines than Napster’s file-sharing service”.  The RIAA began “prosecuting” music lovers themselves instead of the peer-to-peer networks (Klym 4).

     On April 28, 2003 Apple computers introduced an answer for the artists, labels and consumers; a massive online interactive system known as the iTunes Music Store.  The iTunes Music Store allowed music enthusiasts to search for and legally purchase music from a massive database without subscription fees.  Apple CEO, Steve Jobs stated that, “Consumers don’t want to be treated like criminals and artists don’t want their valuable work stolen.  The iTunes Music Store offers a groundbreaking solution for both” (“Apple Launches the iTunes Music Store”).  By 2005 Apple’s iTunes Music Store controlled 80 percent of the legal digital marketplace (Klym).  Another issue is that much of the iTunes Music Store’s growth can be attributed to the success of the iPod. Released two years prior to the launch of the store, the iPod was a revolutionary device in itself.  The portable iPod allowed users to store and playback thousands of downloaded or digitally converted songs and take them wherever they went.  This device, also known as “the fastest-selling music player in history” became the exclusive portable device of the iTunes store.  In about a year’s time the partnership contributed to 100 million songs being purchased from the store (“100 Million Sold”).  

      In the entire music market share (hard copy and digital), the only outlets outselling the revolutionary iTunes store (as of the first quarter of 2007) are megastores Best Buy and Wal-Mart (Hiatt), so naturally, major labels are currently concerned with the overwhelming success of iTunes. The major labels can’t simply push to have their artists featured on iTunes like they can in the traditional brick-and-mortar stores.  For example, the artists featured on the home page of the iTunes store are based on “editorial considerations” instead of “commercial arrangements” (Harding).  Major record labels have much more leverage in a traditional retail store because brick-and-mortars are forced to accept negotiation terms from the major labels and are just as dependent on the major labels supplying their material, as they are the consumers purchasing it.  This change in the traditional business model handed independent labels and completely independent artists something they never had before; a fighting chance (Harding).

     This new marketplace is completely run by the consumer.  President Bob Frank of E1 Music, an independent label, states he is completely satisfied with his company’s relationship with iTunes.  “We don’t control them [iTunes] and neither do the majors—it’s a market unto itself, the consumer ends up getting to see everything that is offered and they get to make the ultimate decision” (Harding).  “Getting to see everything” as Mr. Frank referred to is right.  Quality music from smaller acts, separated from the ties of a major label, could never receive this kind of recognition without a music service outside of the influence of the major label’s industry power.  This year, in the first week of February the top-selling albums in the iTunes charts were indeed by artists backed by a major label. However, the albums in the 9th, 10th, 12th and 19th positions were artists independent of the majors (Harding). 

     Digital distribution systems like iTunes are doing their part to make consumer’s choices in the music market less like the soup of the day and more like a full-fledged buffet of variety.  The major labels and big time industry executives, however, have a different outlook on the impact of digital distribution.  Eric Garland, the CEO of the digital-music research firm BigChampagne, Eric Garland states, “For all its sales power, the iTunes Store is not a great place to discover music—just an easy way to buy it” (Hiatt).  Mr. Garland may have a point that iTunes is a convenient tool for purchasing music, but rest assured his opinion is not completely accurate.  In all reality, since the public is free to download the program and preview thousands of songs without cost, truly it is “a great place to discover music”.  This digital search for new music can take place in one’s own home, in an office, in a classroom or anywhere else the Internet is available.  More recently, with the introduction of smart phones such as the iPhone, music can be obtained anywhere within cell phone coverage.  Furthermore, for many unsigned acts like Boxer Rebellion, “a placement on iTunes can relaunch a career”.  After the band placed a single on iTunes as a free download enough individuals bought the entire album to place the band in the Billboard Top 200 Charts.  Getting a hold of music by artists like this was virtually unheard of before the introduction of digital distribution (Harding). 

     Additionally, the mass-production of hard-copy music formats like CDs is a costly and drawn out process for many artists.  The true beauty of the digital system is that artists don’t have to mass-produce an arsenal of tangible products because technology automatically reproduces the product and distributes it to any willing buyers.  A single upload of the music to the database of a system like iTunes provides the artist an unlimited number of supplies for future buyers, essentially eradicating production costs.  Regardless of an artist being signed or not, this innovation leads to maximum profit.  Yet even in light of Apple and the digital technology providing this service, the insatiable major labels still fought iTunes for about five years over prices. Up until this time all artist’s singles were locked in at 99 cents per song with a wholesale value of 70 cents being divided between the artist and label.  Starting in April of 2009, labels could filter single downloads into three categories; 69 cents with a wholesale value of 49 cents, 99 cents with a wholesale value of 70 cents, and $1. 29 with a wholesale value of 91 cents.  The greedy major record labels have already bumped up the price to take every cent they possibly can for their established hit artists, while they charge the lower amount for the “developing” and “slow moving catalog tracks” (Christman and Harding). 

     The second area of digital technology that has shifted the power within the industry is audio production.  In the past, artists were just as dependent on record labels to fund the production process as they were the distribution process.  Today, with the success of digital technology and the Internet, an artist can handle both the production process and distribution process themselves.  A successful independent artist not only has creative freedom but also receives a much higher amount of the proceeds (Lam and Tan).  In order to understand this significant change one must understand the production side of the industry also known as recording.
     Throughout the history of recording, the main purpose has remained the same, “an unnatural method of trying to create natural-sounding performances” (Recording).  For years only artists backed by a label with a substantial budget could afford to produce a quality recording.  However, as recording technology gradually became more digital, it also became more affordable.  Advancements in the area of recording have been some of the most important factors concerning digital technology’s impact on the music industry.  As recording has evolved, the ability to edit has remained at the forefront of new ideas.  In the beginning, Edison’s phonograph allowed virtually no or very limited editing capabilities.  The music of a performer was performed into the horn of a phonograph and the audio was written directly to a cylinder or disc with no ability to manipulate the recording.  With the invention of tape recording, recording engineers developed the ability to cut and splice together different “takes” of a musician’s piece.  It was no longer necessary to perform a song perfectly from beginning to end.  The ability for engineers to track parts of a band individually was introduced with the invention of multitrack tape recording.  Suddenly, each instrument could have a separate track on the tape and could be layered upon one another.  This was also significant because the separate tracks of audio could be mixed or balanced together by an engineer at a later time.  Today, digital mulitracking is the most common form of audio recording because it is no longer necessary to physically cut and splice tracks of tape together.  Computer software provides much more accurate editing capabilities and hard disk space allows for tremendous amounts of audio storage.  This technique of capturing sound not only allows virtually an unlimited amount of editing but it is also immensely cheaper then the older alternatives (Recording).  In addition to digital audio production providing a cheaper and more editable alternative, it also provides far better quality.  In an interview local recording engineer, Dean Pratt mentions, “now that audio is digitally converted into 1s and 0s we can record at a much higher audio sampling rate thus making the recorded audio much more accurate than previously available” (Pratt). 
     These improvements in the production process meant that an individual could build a quality affordable recording studio wherever they had access to a computer.  It was no longer necessary for a band to book time at an expensive studio when they could create their own.  This also meant that an artist could serve as their own audio engineer after some practice and familiarity with the software.  This could save the artist even more money.  

     Naturally, a professional studio with a large budget has a tremendous advantage over a small home studio in terms of audio quality and capabilities.  More expensive microphones, preamps and software upgrades can elevate an audio project to a new level of listening quality.  Also, a knowledgeable producer can shape the project’s musical elements into a marketable product while a skilled engineer can drastically impact the audio “sonically” (Turner).  However, a home studio can provide an artist with the biggest advantage of all; time.  

     In order to record a quality musical recording, one of the most important key ingredients is time, along with patience and hard work.  In fact, today many unsigned artists record their music in a home studio or in an affordable local studio before they travel to a professional studio, this process is known as pre-production.  In the pre-production stage an artist or group can finalize many of the musical aspects of their songs by comparing different recorded ideas.  Once a group is recording in a professional studio they can no longer afford to compare ideas since they will be purchasing studio time by the hour.  Even if the artist doesn’t plan on marketing the pre-production material, they have still saved a vital amount of time in a professional studio because of the extra preparation.  Mike Turner, recording engineer and former guitarist of hit band “Our Lady Peace” states, “Regardless of the cost of the recording or what gear you buy for the job, the important thing is that what you have done will be a permanent representation of your art, a record.  If you compromise along the way, be it during writing, recording, mixing, or mastering, you shouldn’t be making records” (Turner).

     Many individuals wanting to get in on this trend of creating personalized music in the past may have remained hesitant in doing so because of talent or skill level; well those days are over!  Today in the digital age of music technology anyone (with the help of digital software editing) can become a singing superstar.  Many may be prone to wonder, “How on earth can I do that?”  The answer is found in inventions by software companies like Antares.  Antares’s “Auto-Tune” can actually manipulate the pitch of one’s recorded voice and place it within the range of the correct pitch.  This makes it possible for basically anyone to record, and today this very thing happens quite often.  Other various software devices allow for convenient editing in other aspects of the recording such as lining up every single drum “hit” to be perfectly placed on beat for example.  However, this power can easily become abused and take away from the realness and the “emotion” of the recording.  Many recording experts, like Grammy and Emmy wining producer, engineer, and mixer Nathaniel Kunkel believe, “People are using so much technology that the magic-the intangible interaction between musicians- that made a performance more than the sum of its parts is no longer heard very often”. Regardless of the technology available, the musicianship that makes a recording truly special has been on a steady decline (Kunkel). 

     In my personal experience, even an entity not directly involved in the music industry can greatly benefit from advances in audio production technology.  For the past few years, I have been working on staff at my local home church with audio production tools.  These tools allow church services to be digitally captured in their entirety.  After the capture, the audio can be edited, mixed, mastered and eventually applied to the video from the service. The speaker and the band even have the option of overdubbing or recording over a vocal line sang off pitch or a point stumbled upon in a sermon.  After this process is complete, the end result is of much greater quality than the audio “picked up” off a cheap microphone on a camera or an un-editable audio send.  The end product cannot only be manufactured in the form of a CD or DVD but can also be distributed through the Internet.  A podcast or a free video stream from a web page or program like iTunes, allows members of the congregation to refresh themselves on the pastor’s message or catch up on a service they may have missed.  An online interactive feature like podcasting can also be a great tool for getting visitors and future members interested in the church by bringing a service to them wherever they may be.  This resource could be compared to the church running its very own radio or television station (Farivar).     

     Evidence that the digital technology is democratizing the music industry can easily be seen.  Boundaries that once existed, limiting the opportunities of independent labels and unsigned bands are gradually being torn down.  For the artist, this new reality means many are no longer forced into a mainstream market requiring them to shape their music according to the preferences of a major record label.  An artist that is not conformed into a mold provides an audience with music that is genuine and from the heart.  Today, too many artists are replicated products of what a major label thinks will sell.  Digital technology creates an avenue for bands and artists allowing them to focus once again on the music itself, thus creating a true work of art.  All this and more is good news for the modern music consumer.  The increased “visibility” that the Internet and digital distribution provide, gives the consumer a vast and almost endless array of choices (Lam and Tan 67).  This newly developed buffet of variety means that today’s choices for music enthusiasts are a direct contrast to the past when the soup of the day was prevalent.  The future looks more promising than ever for music consumers as well emerging artists in music’s new ear of choice.
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