
MAKING MUSIC
HINTS TO (MAYBE) BET A RECORD DEAL

In the corner of Wildside Records label boss

Murray Cammick’s home office is a cardboard

box filled with unsolicited demos, sent by
dozens of unsigned bands from all over New

Zealand. It’s almost guaranteed, the same

tapes will be in other cardboard boxes in the

offices of numerous other local record compa-

nies, both major and independent. The owners

of the tapes have at least three things in com-

mon: each band no doubt believes the quality
of their music makes them the most deserving
of a record deal; the chance of their tape ever

being listened to is extremely minimal (“It’s a

waste of time people sending me demos,” says

Cammick); and each has chosen what is prob-
ably the least successful way of gaining the

attention of a record label.

Paul Ellis, General Manager of

A&R/Publishing at Sony Music (NZ), receives

several tapes a week. However, the label adds

just one or two local acts a year to their roster,
and therefore would never sign an artist solely
on the strength of a demo. Ellis advises young

bands to play regularly to create some aware-

ness, prior to approaching a label.

“What bands seem to fail to recognise is,
this is a business, you can’t just knock on a

record company door and say: ‘Hi, we’re Joe

90 and we really want a deal.’ You need some

sort of profile for any label, major or indepen-
dent, to take you seriously. When people come

to me or send me tapes, they’re trying to run

without learning to walk, if they haven’t already
got a live following, or haven’t carved some

sort of name for themselves.”

A record company operating in the commer-

cial marketplace, whether a small independent
like Wildside or a corporate giant such as

Sony, lives by the bottom line — they must sell

records to survive.. In order for a label to show

interest in signing a local band, the label must

believe the act has sales potential, and has, by
their own hand, made some progress in estab-

lishing a market for themselves, to which the

label can sell records. As Cammick notes:

“Once you’ve got an audience, you’ve got
something that is of value to a record compa-

ny.” “/ J
:

James Southgate, Managing Director of

Warner Music (NZ), cites the example set by
Supergroove, who were touring nationally well

before they sparked any label interest.

“Supergroove recognised a band has to be

playing live and building a following, so they
went out there and secured an audience. Bands

have got to be very active in their careers,

that’s a big part of it today, and if they can

build a following, obviously any label is going
to be far more interested if they’ve got a fan

base out there.”

Of course Supergroove went on to release

the quadruple-platinum selling album Traction

on BMG Records, and toured extensively in the

UK and Europe. More recently, Auckland trio

Nothing At All! were snapped up by Festival

Records, who released the band’s self-titled

debut last December. Nothing At All! actively
sought an audience for their music when they
formed in 1991, by producing independent
cassettes, achieving student radio airplay,
undertaking several nationwide tours, and

playing constantly in the Auckland region. As a

result they’ve been rewarded with a large and

loyal group of fans and a record deal.

In New Zealand, the major record companies
essentially only exist to distribute and promote
albums by overseas acts, they neither require
nor depend on local artists to work. Therefore

the direct deals offered to Nothing At All! and

Auckland solo singer/songwriter Bic Runga,
whom Ellis signed to Sony late last year, can

only be applauded and encouraged.
Realistically though, a rock ’n’ roll band like

Nothing At All! is always going to be an oddity
on the roster of a New Zealand major label,
who much prefer to record mainstream artists

and family favourites, whose appeal lies within

the massive Top 40 market, where the most

potential for profit lies. Southgate, whose

Warner label is home to Jan Hellriegel, the

Exponents, and Annie Crummer, explains what

is basically the situation for all local majors.
“A&R in New Zealand is probably one of the

toughest in the world to make work. To record

local bands and put their records out here, the

basic costs are just as much as in Australia, or

in the UK, or America, but all we’re getting to is

3.3 million people. With local A&R we’re obvi-

ously looking for people who have long term

career prospects, who can also make it worth-

while for us. The bottom line is it’s got to be

saleable, this is a business, and we’ve got to

believe that we can create good awareness,

good airplay, and good sales.”

It’s pretty much a given, then, that the

majority of young New Zealand bands who will

make a name for themselves domestically (and
possibly internationally), will do so from the

base of an independent label. At various stages
over the past four years, groups like Shihad,
Head Like A Hole, Loves Ugly Children, Eye TV,
Dead Flowers, Pumpkinhead, Garageland and

King Loser have increased their profiles in

leaps and bounds with the assistance of the

Flying Nun, Wildside, and Pagan labels.

Although the three indies promote vastly dif-

ferent styles of music, each shares common

themes in what they look for in a potential
addition to their rosters.

“Obviously there’s the music,” says Pagan’s
Trevor Reekie, “then there’s their own sense of

determination and motivation, and then it

comes down to personality, is this a band, that

can work with us?”

Those thoughts are almost mirrored by
Flying Nun’s New Zealand General Manager,
Lesley Paris..

“We look for people who are decent human

beings, and who have a good attitude to what

they are doing, and most importantly, we look

for people who know how to write songs.”
To that end, Cammick follows a theory

belonging to Ahmet Ertegun, co-founder of the

legendary Atlantic Records; ‘Nobody buys a

record because they have been hyped into buy-
ing it. People buy a record when they hear

something they want to hear again.’ Cammick

is a big fan of melody, and would rather listen

to a band play a pop song than a precise one.

“You’ve got to be able to say: ‘Hey, this is a

great song.’ You can’t sell records by saying:
‘Hey, these guys are great players.”

The Wildside label in particular, has a repu-

tation for signing bands with dynamic and

fiercely energetic live shows. If a band can

deliver the goods on stage, that’s another plus
to the label’s MD.

‘Td probably have a bias towards bands that

perform well live. So, the first thing I’d want to

hear about is that this band is out there, per-

forming live and getting a crowd. The bands

I’ve signed from Wellington and Christchurch,
I’ve seen most of those first time in Auckland,
and if you want to sell records throughout New

Zealand, you’ve got to have bands that are pre-

pared to tour. My feeling is, if someone can’t

get a crowd of 500 somewhere in the country,
why would I bother making a record?', because

you’ve got to sell a lot more than 500 to make

any impact.”
While Paris doesn’t insist prospective Nun

bands be great travellers, they should at least

have acquired a live following in their own

backyard.
“It helps if they’ve got their own little market

that we can sell records to. All of the bands we

have signed have had an audience, even if it’s

just in their own city.”
Reekie: “The live thing is one of the biggest

determining factors a band can have going for

them. The bigger the crowd they’re pulling, the

more interest they’re going to glean, from the

majors through to the indies.”

Another factor that can turn the head of a

record company boss is the ‘word of mouth’

introduction. The liner notes of the Dance

Exponents ‘best of’ album Once Bitten, Twice

Bitten detail how the band were signed to

Mushroom Records in 1981, after

Christchurch venue promoter Jim Wilson

phoned Mike Chunn, then Managing Director

at the label, and told him to fly down from

Auckland to check out this hot new band. Little

has changed over a decade later. Both

Pumpkinhead and Wildside’s latest, signing
Muckhole, first came to Cammick’s attention

through recommendations (“You can virtually
say if you haven’t heard people saying there’s a

good band out there, probably there isn’t

one.”), and Dunedin band High Dependency
Unit signed with Flying Nun last year, after

Paris was pestered to see them live.

“This pushy woman called Natasha who

works for us repeatedly demanded we see

them. We did, and we liked what they do. We

have our ‘A&R agents’ out there at all times at

gigs, and we take notice if a lot of people are

raving about a band, and we’ll go and see

them... but it still comes down to the fact we

have to like them.”

Within the larger market, those bands locally
that do find a label who likes them will possess

one gift that can’t be learned, and that is the

ability to write good, well crafted, memorable

songs. Ultimately, says Cammick, without able

songwriting, a band will rarely get past square

one.

“Bands have got to make sure they’ve got a

songwriter in the band, and they can write

songs, and that they can get on stage and get a

positive response out of their audience.

Basically, if you’re good as a band, your audi-

ence will grow. There are minority or cult

forms of music that don’t ever have a signifi-
cant audience, so, you can’t always judge your

creative worth by the size of your audience; but

if you’re working in, basically, an area of music

that could appeal to the mainstream, and if it

doesn’t appeal to the people that are coming to

see you, you’ve got a problem.”
In closing he adds: “I think there’s a truism

that if you’re any good, [a label] will come

looking for you.”
That last statement may

sound harsh, but it screams

the truth, as the music busi-

ness is not a sentimental one.

Indeed, Reekie says bands, on

occasion, need to question
why they’re making music in

the first place.
“If getting approached by a

label is the thing that’s moti-

vating the music, then they
shouldn’t be bothered with it.

It’s the music that’s got to

motivate the band. The most

realistic advice you can give to

any young band is, believe in

yourself and keep doing it,
and going at it as hard as you

can. It’s basically a situation

of, don’t give up if you really
believe in it.”

JOHN RUSSELL

RipltUp Small Ads deliver proven and immediate

response. Small Ads are $4 per line and $4 for the

heading. Post copy and payment to RIU Small Ads

PO Box 5689. Auckland 1.

RECORDINGS FOR SALE

• CRANIUM MUSIC MAIL ORDER

Progressive rock, space rock, \

psychedelic electronic and experi-

mental music. Send sae for free cat-

alogue to PO Box 10309, Te Rapa,

Hamilton. -

'

-

• RARE LENNON SINGLES

Phone Peter (07) 348 4833wk.

• RARE RECORDINGS

Unreleased recordings on audio, old

and new, spoken word and music. /

Send sae for list of over 600 titles

PROFILE PLUS

The Planet’s Premier

Poster Placement People

•POSTERS & PROMOTIONAL

PIECES

•PRODUCTION, PRINTING,

PLACEMENT, PASTE-UP

NATIONWIDE + AUSTRALIA & USA

PH/FAX (09) 373 2332 24hrs

OR (025) 984 832

PO BOX 99 352, NEWMARKET

AUCKLAND

to Rarities, PO Box 409, Shortland

Street, Auckland.

MISCELLANEOUS

• TAX RETURNS/REFUNDS

Most entertainers (full and part

time) should get large refunds! Do

you? Also partnerships, Company
formations, band agreements, GST

etc. Ph: John Allan 534-1932,

Entertainment Tax Consultant.

• SAMPLED SOUNDS

Sampled Sounds for keyboards and

samplers. We carry hundreds of

sample CDs/CD Roms, sound

cards, sound discs from AMG (UK),

Est Service (Germany), DJC’s (USA),

East West (USA), Greysounds (USA),
Hitsound (UK), Invision (USA),

Metrosound (Germany),

McGill/Prosonous (USA), Time &

POSTERS

R

US!
STICKY FINGERS

POSTER
AND

FLYER CAMPAIGNS

Ph 04 382 9199

or 025 435 848

Wellington and beyond

Space (UK). For free catalogue con-

tact Sound Warehouse, Sydney. Ph

(02) 363-0493 or Fax (02) 327-

1848.

• BASS FOR SALE

Fender Precision Bass (USA), top of

the line model. SI3OO 0.n.0. Phone

Nick (09) 630 4543.

• 1.2.3.4, WHO’S PUNKWHAT’S

THE SCORE

Now available in NZ; Punk Planet &

Heartattack fanzines, $4.00 &

$1.50 each, postage paid. For info

and much more, write to Piecemeal

Records, PO Box 5138, Wellesley
Street, Auckland.

• KILLER RAY

Keyboard & Jazz vocals, available

for parties and nightclubs. Ph (09)
815 1931.

:ambush records

presents

Theo Ray
THE

BANG,BANG,YOU’RE DEAD

TOUR

HAMILTON WAILING BONGO SAT. 27 APRIL

AUCKLAND SQUID BAR FRLIO MAY

WGTN. BAR BODEGA FRL 17 MAY

P.NORTH WILD HORSE SAT. 18 MAY

36 oqpKdp


