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By David Andrew Wiebe & Goemon5 

Introduction 
So, it’s time to get your recording project off the ground. Congratulations! 

There’s way more to this process than you probably bargained for. That’s why I put together this 

handy guide. I’m certain you’ll find some useful tidbits that will make your life a lot easier. 

Just so you are aware, the primary author of this work is my friend, Goemon5, who painstakingly 

detailed every step of his first recording project, and then shared about it from his rather 

dispassionate viewpoint.  

If you enjoy stories, you’ll like this eBook, because this is not as much of a step-by-step guide as 

it is a fascinating look behind the scenes. But don’t worry – you’ll still learn lots, practically 

everything you could ever want to know about recording and releasing new music. You’ll also 

laugh and be entertained along the way. 

I will be chiming in at the end of every chapter, in the “Key Lessons” and “Afterthoughts” 

sections, just to summarize the most important bits and add anything that needs to be added. I 

also wrote the final chapter and conclusion. 



So, if you’re ready, let’s get into chapter one, which explores why you’d want to start a recording 

project to begin with. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 1: Why All the Hassle?! 
When I started recording my debut album, I didn’t really understand what I was working on. 

That wasn’t necessarily a good thing, but more to that later. 

Just as recording an album takes a lot of time, so does writing this piece, so I will chop it up 

into digestible pieces. But be forewarned – there will be plenty to read! 

I should also alert you to the fact that I am a teacher at heart, so everything I write is riddled with 

advice and questions. Hopefully you will be able to glean information and entertainment from 

my writing, despite my teaching tendencies. Alright then, off we go! 

Why Record An Album? 

 

I am not a musician. Not even a great songwriter. If you consider for a moment the immense 

talent that Calgary has in artists like Amy Thiessen, Joanna Drummond, Natasha Sayer, Jonathan 

Ferguson, or Scott MacKay, my puny attempts at making music are utterly inferior. 

I am first and foremost a singer. I play by ear, and rarely anything other than chords, even on the 

piano. So why would I go through the trouble of recording an album – a big, time-consuming, 

money-eating, laborious endeavor that results in nothing more than a circular silverling with my 

name imprinted? 

That is a serious consideration to make. Recording a professional album costs you around 



$10,000 CAD, maybe half that much if it’s only going to be yourself on that record. 

You need to align your personal schedule with that of the studio, your producer, and your session 

musicians. But most annoyingly of all: you need to actually learn your songs. 

I mean, really learn your songs; play them until you have nearly perfect rhythm; know when to 

slow down, when to play louder, and where to leave an instrumental break for your violinist; and 

all that without being able to accompany yourself while you’re singing. 

In order to get top-quality recordings, you need to build the record one track at a time: first your 

rhythm instrument, then your vocals, then all the lovely session musicians that you line up. 

I realize that there are other ways to go about this. If you are “just a songwriter”, you can easily 

grab the mattresses from your bedroom, a $250 microphone from L&M, and sing 10 

accompanied songs into your improvised recording studio. 

That is totally cool, and recording “live off the floor” certainly has its charms. I have done that 

for all my demos, but it is not the way I was willing to take my album, for the following reasons: 

1. It takes years to gather the experience necessary to record music to a quality that people 

are willing to listen to for more than two minutes. Working with a professional recording 

engineer not only improves the quality of your recordings, but also constitutes a massive 

time-saver. 

2. Recording off the floor takes considerable preparation, especially if you want company 

on your songs, you have to spend days and weeks rehearsing with your band members. 

3. If you play and sing simultaneously, you can’t completely focus on either. Thus, neither 

your playing nor your singing will be nearly as good as they could be if you had recorded 

them separately. I wanted to get the best possible product that I could make, which 

determined my decision to record professionally, and in the studio. 

Everybody has their own reasons for recording an album, right here, right now. 

My friend Jim Burke, for example, got stuck with cancer, just a few years away from early 

retirement. He couldn’t walk, could barely hold his guitar, and the treatment nearly sucked all 

life from his body. After careful re-evaluation of his life, he had but one regret: never having 

recorded his music. 

Thus, when his energy and spirit returned, he immediately started to work on his album 

Diamonds. And he is now glee-happy that he did, because he finally has something physical to 

leave behind, for the rest of the world to enjoy. 

This record is Jim’s legacy, his very personal gift to the world, a manifestation not only of his 

personal songwriter experiences, but also of the friendships he made, the level of musicianship 

he achieved, and the music he loves. 

It is weird to think that you can convert all of those feelings into a digital data stream and send it 

through your music player of choice into a set of speakers or head phones, but ultimately this is 

what original music is about – sharing your own life with an appreciative audience. 



Needless to say, my own motives were a lot less noble. My record is still stuffed with personal 

feelings, but the original premise for recording it was to have something physical that I could 

throw at festival directors and venue managers. 

The decision on timeline and geography were also simple: I still live in Calgary. Within the next 

three months, my career path of choice may take me halfway around the globe, and I may never 

again get to live in this city with any kind of permanence. 

That would be somewhat disruptive to my creative process, because not only is Calgary a city 

filled with musical talent, I even know many of those talents personally. Most of the people that 

appreciate my music live in this town, as do those friends that I dearly wanted to join me on this 

album. Thus, the most likely place to record a great album was here, and the best time was now. 

Those circumstances made my decision pretty easy. 

Your reasons probably differ from mine. It doesn’t matter. What’s important is that you have 

both a reason and a goal, because in order to record an album that you can be proud of, you need: 

1) target to work towards, and 2) the energy to reach it. 

If you have both: congratulations, go forth and contact a recording studio to inquire about the 

fulfillment of your dreams. If you lack either, take one of your musician pals aside, and talk 

about it. 

Most likely you will need friends to make it through the process of album recording, and the 

more friends join you on this journey, the more likely you are to succeed. 

P.S. Jim Burke’s debut album Diamonds turned out to be a triple-A record. Even critics like 

Mark Cassano come to that conclusion. The point is: you will never know unless you actually 

record and share your compositions. You can find out more about Jim and his music at 

http://www.jimdburkemusic.com/ 

Key Lessons: 
• Recording a professional album can cost $10,000 – sometimes more. 

• Before you begin recording, you should know your songs inside and out. 

• Recording with a qualified engineer can be a time-saver, because you don’t have to spend 

years gaining experience to get to the point where you can record and mix your own 

project. 

• If you intend to record live off the floor, you’ll need to spend a lot of time preparing with 

your band. 

• It’s important to have a reason and a goal for recording your album – this keeps you 

focused on what matters. 

Afterthoughts: 
The main takeaway from this chapter is knowing why you’re interested in recording an album in 

the first place. 



Some musicians want to make money. Others want to immortalize their songs. Still others want 

to create a promotional tool for furthering their career. 

Understanding your “why” brings clarity to your project, and helps you avoid unnecessary 

disappointment. If your plan is to sell 300 copies of your album in the first month of its release, 

for instance, you would need to create a detailed plan for how to achieve that goal, and then act 

on it. You will not achieve that kind of goal on autopilot, guaranteed. 

One more thing to think about is how you’re planning to record. You can record live off the 

floor. You can track one instrument and vocal part at a time. You can set up your own home 

studio, or you can hire a professional engineer. And there are a range of options in between. 

Obviously, you’ll need to be prepared to spend more if you work with professional personnel. 

The more time you spend in the studio, the more your project will cost as well. 

Now that you have a basic understanding of the importance of goals and different recording 

processes, you’re ready to learn about recording demos. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2: How Demo Recordings Can Massively Improve Your 
Songs 
Figuring out what you actually want is one of the toughest jobs that life will ever task you with. 

It’s the same with recording music and finding your sound. 

You probably wrote your songs with a certain melody and maybe a certain instrumentation in 

mind. At least that’s how it works for me. I write a poem, and instantaneously have a melody 

that is associated with it. Thus, the two essential parts of a song are born: rhythm and rhyme. 

But unless you are a seasoned musician, you probably don’t have much else – a lyric sheet and a 

handful of chords. If you are Bob Dylan, you can stop the thought process at this point, because 

quite likely you have already created a masterpiece. 

However, if you are a mere apprentice of the songwriter craft (like I am), you may have to invest 

a bit more time to make your song a wholesome experience. 

There are basically two major ways in which you can tackle the instrumentation of your songs: 

1) external feedback, and 2) experimentation. I suggest you employ both approaches. 

Working with a Producer 
Should you already have determined the identity of your producer, you can embrace method 2, 

and let your producer tell you what he imagines when he hears your music. 

Any producer who is serious about his craft will tell you his opinion anyway, thus making it 

difficult to avoid. In general, your recording technician and producer are more experienced than 

you are. They have done this for years, if not decades; they probably know your style of music 

better than you do, and they can envision the impact that the implementation of certain 

instrument tracks would have on your songs. 

They should gracefully guide you through the process of instrumentation, and have a pretty good 

idea of which instruments will elevate the quality of your composition, and which won’t. 

Example: when I started putting together a list of instrument wishes for my debut album, I 

thought of a violin part for almost every song; I just love that instrument. However, my producer 

successfully argued against that notion. Not only would all songs sound similar, due to their 

similar instrumentation, it would also require a much bigger string section for many of the songs. 

Several of my compositions lend themselves to the cello or bass, but if you hear more than one 

of these classical string instruments in a song, you usually expect to find the others as well. 

When you hear a solemn love song with an accompaniment of cello and violin, you will likely 

expect to also hear viola and upright bass, because our ears are used to that sound cloud. 



However, you probably can’t afford a full string quartet for every song, and you may not 

appreciate the classical concerto impression that you receive from it. Listen to your producer; 

he/she usually has a good ear for these things. 

Vision for the Sound & Demo Recordings 
Regardless of whether your producer arranges instrumentation for you, you should always have 

your own vision of album sound. Maybe you will be “wrong” with much of the instrumentation 

that you envision, but a falsified opinion is better than none. 

Having no opinion degrades you to a mere spectator on your own record, which alienates you 

from your own songs. It also is good training for your ears and imagination (which I hear are 

staples of a good musician). 

The easiest way for me to become opinionated about my songs is experimentation, which is 

relatively easily done using demo recordings. Your producer most likely will ask you for demos 

anyway, so there is no point in dragging that task around. Get a microphone and go for it! 

Here is what I use: a RODE microphone (NT1-A), a mixing board (because that mic requires 

phantom power, and because sometimes it is easier to record guitar and vocals simultaneously), 

my laptop (line-in), Kristal (a good recording software that is free as long as you don’t use it 

commercially), and a random set of furniture (to create or eliminate acoustic effects). This is 

already quite sophisticated, and you can use less, if you like. 

One year ago, I started recording acoustic music live in the kitchen, using only a digital camera 

(Nikon Coolpix). I upload those videos to YouTube, and people genuinely enjoy the quality that 

this simple $300 camera provides. 

Thus, if you only want to demo your songs in their raw form, a careful recording on your phone 

may suffice. My favorite demo is an a cappella song that my friend Joanna and I sang into that 

pocket camera, in the hallway behind a café. 

However, my up-scaled recording setup provides me with additional opportunities: 

1. Instant Feedback 
I can immediately listen back to my song. When I have played a song less than fifty times, I 

usually spice it with little musical errors, such as mumbles, bad pitches, breaks, speed-ups, or 

other mistakes that sound okay when you do them live but are very annoying when you hear 

them repeatedly on a record. 

When you listen to your own demo, you are likely to spot those little issues, and eliminate them 

before you hit the studio. Remember: studio time is more expensive than hanging out at home. 

2. Experimenting with Instrumentation 



 

Once I have my song recorded and am happy with my performance of it, I can add more tracks to 

the mix. I love vocal harmonies, and I recorded various demo songs with three-part-harmonies 

on the chorus. 

You can also add a simple line of guitar notes that are set one octave above or below the original 

guitar chords. You probably also have a tin and some rice at home, so you can improvise your 

own repertoire of shakers (those are also fun when friends come around to jam!). 

Should you play more than one instrument, this is a great time to improve your musicianship. My 

living room currently harbors guitars, ukuleles, banjos, djembes, and a beautiful vintage 

mandolin. 

Some of these I can actually play, with others I stick to simple chords or beats. It doesn’t matter; 

the point of this exercise is to pick up an instrument that you find suitable and play along to your 

demo songs. 

It won’t take you long to decide whether the sound of a particular instrument fits the mood and 

tempo of a particular song. And you don’t need to be particularly good to hear that. 

Even if you borrow an instrument from a friend or buy a very used one, you are still better off 

than never having touched it. My first ukulele, for example, I bought used for $30 from a lady 

off Kijiji. Its sound is nowhere near recording quality, but just for the intention of plucking 

around and discovering melodies it has served me well. 

And really, a ukulele is just a guitar with two strings missing, and the capo on the 5th fret. So, if 

you play one of these two instruments, you can fake your way around the other. 

Another advantage of experimentation is the discovery of new sound. A year ago, I decided to 

move my ukulele playing to the next level and purchased a really nice handmade Hawaiian 



instrument. I gave my old uke to my friend Joanna. 

Joanna Drummond is a fabulous songwriter with two great albums in her purse, but despite her 

extensive piano background she writes almost exclusively on guitar. A month after I gave her my 

old instrument she looked up some ukulele chords, and spontaneously wrote two songs with it. 

I know, we’ve ran a long way from the demo idea, so I’ll finish this thought quickly: new 

instruments not only help you develop your own sound, they often also provide fresh inspiration 

for new styles and songs. Go and buy one, borrow one, build one. Anything but ordinary! 

3. Getting a Feel for the Process 
Making my own demos has provided me with a much better idea of the tools and practices 

available to recording technicians and sound engineers. Hitting the space bar to start the 

recording process is simple enough, but the arrangement of microphone and environment 

massively changes the sound dynamics. 

There are many lessons to be learned from the demo process, beyond the ability to converse with 

your producer about his craft. Recording myself, and experimenting with different spatial 

arrangements and volume levels of my instruments and microphone has markedly improved my 

stage performance, simply by raising my awareness of the resonating environment. 

Final Thoughts 
Experimenting with instrumentation and vocal tracks will gradually teach you what kind of 

instrumentation works for what kind of song, and which arrangements are worth rethinking. 

Even if you don’t consider yourself a musician, you should still have a general idea of the 

instrument families that are frequently played in your genre. It provides perspective and fills 

your brain with material that is worth discussing, be it with your musical friends or your 

producer. 

Musicians (and I count the common songwriter into this group) are creators. And nothing quite 

pushes your creativity like the experimentation with sound. 

Thank you for reading this excruciating endeavor into demo recordings and instrumentation. 

Key Lessons: 
• Get feedback on the instrumentation for your tracks. Others may have great ideas you 

would not have even thought of. 

• Spend some time experimenting with the instrumentation of your tracks. You may come 

up with some great ideas that could be used later when production is in motion. 

• Work with your producer – they will offer suggestions and ideas that can bring out the 

best aspects of your tracks. 



• Come up with a vision for how you want your album to sound, even if you end up 

altering it as you continue work on it. 

• It’s a good idea to record demos for each song that will be on your album. This can be 

done from home, and you do not need an expensive setup to capture a decent sound. 

• Demoing your songs provides you with the opportunity to listen for and eliminate errors 

you don’t want to repeat while recording in the studio. 

Afterthoughts: 
I like Goemon’s gear recommendations for recording demos at home, but I have a few of my 

own preferences when it comes to recording gear, so I’ll offer some additional suggestions here. 

The RODE NT1-A is a great microphone, and if you can afford it, I would suggest picking one 

up. It’s probably the only mic you’ll ever need for demo recordings. 

For an audio interface/mixer, the Focusrite Scarlett 2i2 is a great option. It connects to your 

computer via USB, and yes it has 48V phantom power too. Don’t forget – you’ll need an XLR 

cable to connect your mic to your interface. 

As far as digital audio workstations (DAWs) go, I like Tracktion. It’s easy and intuitive to use, 

and as of this writing you can get Tracktion T6 for free. 

Aside from that, the only thing you need to know is how important it is to record demos. You 

may be surprised to find that some songs you’ve performed live don’t quite “work” in the studio. 

I’ve talked to other musicians that have shared with me the same experiences. 

So, while you’re experimenting, it’s not a bad idea to write additional songs, because you could 

end up cutting some you originally thought would be perfect for the album. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://marketplace.tracktion.com/shop/tracktion-t6-software-free.html


Chapter 3: Which Songs do I Want!? 
Unless you grew up in a recording studio (hello, Jonathan!), you will require the assistance of a 

producer to carry your songs towards fame and glory. 

Selecting a producer was the simplest task for my record. My songwriter friend Jonathan 

Ferguson has always been adamant about praising the talents of Craig Newnes. Since Craig has 

produced both albums for my friend Joanna, as well as several other records that I really like, 

there was little doubt that he would be the right person to produce my debut album. So there! 

 

If you don’t get a straightforward recommendation like I did, you might be well off looking into 

this matter first-hand. 

Ask your friends which studios and producers they know, and look at the credits of locally 

produced albums. Then pick a producer who mixed albums that you enjoy listening to. 

Alternatively, contact the artists that have worked with said producer, and ask them about their 

recording experience. That should provide you with a decent base of information to reach a 

decision. Now that we’ve selected a producer, let’s get to the real beef – the selection of songs. 

Selecting Songs 
Multi-millionaires like Neil Young can afford to record 20 songs in the studio, and then use the 

best 10 for the new record. We “amateurs” don’t have that kind of budget or time. 

If you have more than a dozen songs, you probably want to be selective about which ones to 

blow up into full-scale professional arrangements. 

Actually, even with only 10 songs you should be selective. Your first album needs to be a round 

and glorious presentation of your craft. Your future fans will judge you by the quality of this 

musical statement, as will venue managers and festival directors. 



Therefore, a great EP is better than a mediocre album. Here are the four methods that I employed 

to determine the composition of my debut album. 

1. Demo Recordings 

 

In the last chapter, I wrote extensively about demo recordings, and why they are so important for 

a developing musician and/or songwriter. 

One aspect that I left out is that demos assist you in developing an understanding of the 

composition and coherence of songs. 

Firstly, while you are recording a particular song, you are getting a better idea of what makes the 

song special, and why it matters to you. 

Sometimes I play a song a second or third time in a row to improve the recording quality, and 

realize that it is actually pretty repetitive and boring. The song just does not “feel right”, and 

needs to change. 

Secondly, I always upload my demos to my MP3 player, so they are shuffled in with all the other 

music that I listen to regularly. Time and again one of my songs pops up and just completely 

destroys the atmosphere that was set by all the music that came before. 

Sometimes it is just the recording quality of that song, but frequently the song is just not good 

enough to compete with those of other musicians. Such a song goes back to the drawing board, 



and won’t be recorded again before drastic revisions have taken place. 

If there are songs that you really don’t like, I suggest you don’t put them on your record. 

2. Concepts & Themes 

 

Eric Clapton can fart eight random songs onto a disk, play some lead licks, and sell it for a 

billion dollars. He is just that good. 

You and I, however, have to put markedly more effort into our art. It may not be obvious for the 

listener, but great records always have a topic. 

In order to determine the concept for my album, I wrote out a list of all the Goemon songs that I 

liked and wrote one or two words next to them that described their topic. In this way, I found out 

that the majority of my songs are in some way circling around love or life, and thus the concept 

of my album was born: “life and love”. 

That sounds like a really broad category but considering that a good quarter of my songs circle 

around death and suicide, it certainly impacts my song choices. It is alright to put one or two 

songs on the record that don’t belong, but you are often better off precluding all songs that do not 

fit your concept. 

3. Constructive Feedback 
There is no-one who spent as much time with your songs as you did, so you are quite likely 

losing your objectivity at this point. 

Almost half of the songs on my debut album were chosen because they are favorites of my 

friends. Obviously, you can’t trust just any friend with that kind of power, but if you have pals 

who are better songwriters or musicians than yourself, they are likely to provide you with a semi-

objective opinion regarding the quality of your composition. 

For example, my song “The Fair” is merely a nice waltz. It invokes warm summer feelings, but 



overall, I never considered it a great song; just something to pull out for a jam or a slow dance 

evening. 

Yet, several of my musician friends find great inspiration in it, because it’s such a gentle and 

positive composition. Since I respect the opinion of my friends I put it on the record. 

Surprisingly enough, it turned out to be one of the better songs on it, due to the amazing talents 

of three of my session musicians, who transformed that simple waltz into a very beautiful piece 

of musical art. 

4. Meaning 
The great Toni Vere once said: 

Every song should let you discover something new. 

Yes, there are plenty of songs on the radio that shouldn’t be there, but they usually come from 

pampered individuals who receive the unquestioned support of the populous, despite their poetic 

ignorance. 

Plebs are indeed easily satisfied, but the uninspired word string “baby, baby, baby” only gets you 

on the radio, if you are already rich and a popular prick. 

As songwriters, we have to aspire to be greater than that, and predominantly choose songs that 

are meaningful, witty, memorable, or emotionally challenging. 

Again, your debut album is special, and it should only contain special songs. I went through my 

list of songs and eliminated everything that was simple, repetitive, or boring. 

Of, course, exceptions can be made. My song “The Fair” is a monotonous waltz that consists 

entirely of reminiscence about the Country Fair. With the exception of a change in season and 

sentiment in verse four, there is literally nothing else to it. 

Its content is very simple, yet the song is more than six minutes long. I recorded it anyway and 

relied on musicianship to improve its quality. More about that in one of the next chapters. 

Final Thoughts 



 

That’s it, really. When I contacted my prospective producer, Craig Newnes, I sent him demos for 

all of the songs that I intended to throw on the CD; a selection of thirteen songs that: 

1. I like. 

2. Fit into the concept of my album. 

3. Are equally enjoyed by my music-listening friends. 

4. Have something interesting to tell. 

Craig was pleased, and so began our one-year journey from pencil scribbles to Folk record. 

In the next chapter, we will hit the studio, and talk about some of the challenges involved in 

recording acoustic instruments. I usually write one song per instrument, so that will be quite a 

trip. 

Key Lessons: 
• Since working on a lot of songs in the studio and then selecting the best ones can be 

expensive, it’s better to work on demos in a low-pressure environment (such as at home), 

and experiment until you feel you have the perfect batch of songs for your album. 

• Don’t put songs on your record you don’t personally enjoy. 

• Develop a theme for your album. This makes it more cohesive. 

Afterthoughts: 
While Goemon makes references to millionaires farting out great songs at a moment’s notice, 

and pop stars writing overly simplistic lyrics like “baby, baby, baby” – and his point is well-

taken – you should ultimately make the album that you want to make/the album you know your 

fans will love. 

If it’s a pop record you’re working on, maybe you don’t need clever lyrics. Music is what you 

make of it, and even the words you find in a fortune cookie can make up a brilliant song if your 

intentions are true. 



If it’s a country or hip-hop record, you should probably create something that fits within the 

genre, as you understand it. 

Goemon’s focus was on creating a great folk record, and what he learned can certainly be 

applied to any album project, but the journey you’re about to embark on might be different, 

especially if you’re recording an album in another genre. 

It’s good to get feedback where you can, as that will give you a better idea of what’s working 

lyrically and musically, and what isn't, and of course, as you enter the studio, your producer 

and/or engineer should have valuable feedback to offer too. 

Again, focus on making the album you want to make, but be open to suggestion too. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4: Hitting the Studio 
My producer Craig Newnes wants to make me a record (in exchange for cash, as it turns out), 

and all that stands between me and a fully grown Folk album is a long stretch of recording time. 

So, let’s do this! 

Preparation is Everything 
I play half a dozen rhythm instruments on my record, so I had to drag all of those into the studio. 

Step one was to figure out a route, because I depend on public transportation. My instruments are 

acoustic, and I recorded lots during the winter – acoustics really don’t like the cold. 

Fortunately, there is a bus that stops 50 meters from my house, and the same distance from the 

studio. Phew! Obviously, that makes the recording schedule dependent on the bus schedule, so 

let’s mark this as complication number three, right after the schedules of my producer and 

myself. 

I honestly don’t know how I would have dealt with that situation had I not been a graduate 

student with an incredibly open schedule. 

Guitar and ukulele are portable enough, and can be tuned pretty easily, but banjo and mandolin 

represent a whole new level of difficulty. Since I did not want to spend the first studio hour 

restringing and warming my instruments, step two of my preparations consisted of dressing up 

my acoustics in sweaters and wrapping their cases in blankets. 

That looks very silly on the morning bus, but it sure was cheaper than upgrading my hard-shell 

cases to super-insulated tanks. 

One Instrument Too Many? 



 

My friend Frank Zeritch, who has to put up with my various acoustic instruments at our monthly 

songsmith open mic, told me this: “one buys instruments for what they sound like plugged in.” 

That is true enough for a performing musician, but it does not apply in the same way for 

songwriters. My first attention always goes to the live sound, unplugged, and straight from my 

hand. 

I have a Washburn mandolin that is more than a century old, and has a very deep and rich sound. 

You can probably amp it up by installing a $500 pick-up, but odds are that such an operation 

would change the sound and structural integrity of the instrument. 

Considering that today most acoustic instruments can be purchased with an installed pickup for 

very little money, I chose a different path. 

Of each class of instruments that I play regularly, I have one nice sounding stage specimen, and a 

variety of vintage instruments that I primarily use for jamming, writing, and recording. 

That means that my stage performance does not replicate the album sound, but there are not 

likely to be many people in the audience that will even notice that difference. 

By the way, replaying your exact album sound on stage is boring; you might as well spare 

yourself the effort, and just hook up a CD player to the stage speakers. My record features five of 

my guitars, two ukuleles, a banjo, a mandolin, and an autoharp. All of those guitars have a 

different sound, and it was worthwhile dragging each and every one of them into the studio. 



The biggest challenge was my autoharp. That 36-string beast is finicky at the best of days, 

because the old wooden body warms up in my hands, which changes the tuning, and the tuning 

pegs are so fickle that it takes half a minute to even get one string right. 

I halfway solved this by tuning it up at home, wrapping it in two warm blankets, and then re-

tuning it carefully in the studio. In essence: the closer your home environment reflects the 

conditions of the studio, the less time you have to spend tuning your instruments. 

The other issue revolving around my autoharp was its general age and construction quality. 

Halfway through a song, the buttons of the darn thing started to squeak. Craig and I spent twenty 

minutes taping little bits of paper into the hinges, so as to stop it from squawking. I think it was 

worth the effort. 

Recording An Album 
The recording process itself was quite enjoyable. My producer was happy to see new instruments 

every week, and it usually took me around three takes to record each track. 

You can probably get around with less, if you are less of a perfectionist than I am, but three is a 

pretty good number. 

Recently, someone asked what kind of feedback I got from my producer after he heard my demo 

recordings. The honest answer is: barely any. My producer Craig was quite happy with my 

songs, and the way in which I performed them. He had some things to say about arrangement, 

but we will get to that in the next chapter. 

Overall Craig and I appear to have a very similar taste in music, and we never had an argument 

regarding my sound. His major feedback during the recording sessions consisted of phrases like, 

“there were some hesitations in that guitar part”, or “you need to be more articulate when you 

sing that line”. 

However, such a connection between producer and songwriter is not universal. When my friend 

Clint Marco recorded his first album, he had several sessions in which his producer was in 

complete disagreement with Clint’s style. 

For one particular song, his producer wanted a heads-on Rock ‘n Roll experience, which was not 

at all what Clint had in mind. Clint’s producer won that argument, and the song really sounds 

great on the record. In the end, the decision is always yours; just keep in mind that the man at the 

mixing board is more experienced than you are. 

Song-Per-Session 



 

It is important to record every song completely in one session. If you split it up, and return to the 

studio later, you are likely to end up with bits that don’t belong. 

It is really difficult to simulate the same mood and intensity twice, especially with vocals. There 

are two songs on my record for which we replaced bits of the original recording; for each song, 

we exchanged one line with an alternative version that I sang half a year later. 

If you are a good listener, you can audit that edit on my record. It’s better to prepare and record 

all of your own parts of a particular song in one sitting. Your producer and fans will thank you 

for it. Yes, many things can be fixed during the mixing process, but keep in mind that mixing 

time also costs money. 

If you record whole songs in one sitting (as I strongly recommend), your schedule is not likely to 

hold up. In the best case, you will be able to just sit around for another hour, and do two more 

takes of a particular song, until everything fits, and your producer signals you utter happiness. 

But frequently you will run into schedule conflicts, because your producer, the studio, or your 

travel arrangements don’t allow for another take. It happens to all of us, so let me assure you that 

this is nothing to freak out about. 

All you can do is practice your songs to the best of your abilities. The recording studio is not a 

good place to experiment with sound; instead treat it like the most glorious of stages – your 

one chance to deliver the perfect performance. 

Practice and Perfection 
Practice is essential to success. If you are recording vocals and rhythm instrument separately, 

you need to practice a lot before hitting the studio. Maybe even with a metronome. 

I know, it’s tedious, and boring, but the alternative is to record songs that: 

1. Don’t reflect your regular singing speed. 

2. Are very difficult for your session musicians to follow. 



I know what you’re thinking: “my rhythm is nearly perfect; I can do this!” Forget it; you’re not 

good enough. You never will be. Even the anatomic clock runs at a different speed, if you change 

its gravitational environment. 

There are so many environmental factors that impact the human perception of time that any 

attempt at perfection is doomed to fail. The best you can do is practice, and get better, no matter 

how good you already are. Practice until you can hold the rhythm of your song with the 

instrument, but without singing the song. 

I have a few songs for which that worked really well. For example, “The Fair”, or “York 

Railroad Station” both have a very simple and repetitive instrument part. 

“The Fair” is a waltz, for crying out loud! I can play these songs half asleep, which is why I often 

play them at open mics, when I’m too tired to perform anything sophisticated. 

The main danger with that kind of song is to miscount the number of lines or verses. I actually 

recorded one instrument take of that waltz that is about thirty seconds shorter than the others, 

indicating that I left out one complete verse. Yes, that happens. 

The eternal nemesis of folk music: repetition perpetuating discontinuity. Obviously, you can edit 

that by inserting a verse that you copy from a different part of the song, but playing the “correct” 

version is by far your best option. 

I use two utilities to prevent such discontinuity: 

1. Lyrics 
Always have a lyric sheet in front of you. Always do. Sure, you know your songs, but if you ever 

have the slightest doubt regarding your progress with a song, you can have a quick look, and 

receive assurance from your writing. 

Reading and playing simultaneously is easily done, if you know your way around the instrument, 

but it is tricky if you are insecure with it. No shame; we can’t all be professional musicians! 

The 12-string guitar that I play on my album sounds amazing, but she is a tricky lady to please. 

Even after more than fifty repetitions of the same songs with that guitar, I still have to be careful 

with some of the chords, because the strings and my fingers don’t always cooperate perfectly. 

Focusing on your instruments reduces your capabilities for looking at the lyrics, and you want to 

give the former as much attention as possible. 

Thus, always practice with the same lyric sheet in front of you. That way you should always be 

able to locate the critical line of that song, if need be. 

2. Learn to Sing Without Sound 



You can probably read, think, and sing without opening your mouth, because your education 

taught you to do so. 

But doing so: a) on the bus, while staring out of the window, or b) whilst playing guitar in the 

studio, are two very different things. 

My friend Emma Rouleau has written some very jazzy songs on her ukulele and is now trying to 

prepare them for recording purposes. She finds it very challenging to get her timing right. Jazz is 

a mixture of multiple components, and you don’t get the same feeling for timing, if you only 

play one part of that puzzle. 

The most obvious solution is to demo the song in full, feed it into your head via ear phones, and 

play along. In my experience, that approach is a waste of time. You may get a better idea of the 

timing of your song, but hearing your rhythm instrument from two different sources 

simultaneously prevents you from focusing properly. The result will be messy at best, but will 

probably lack a lot of inspiration as well. Don’t do it. 

I took the more laborious approach, and it paid off with a very nice recording quality. I usually 

start off by performing the song just normally, with rhythm guitar and vocal, so as to get myself 

into the right mood and tempo. Then I perform it again with very little vocal effort, almost 

whispering the lyrics. 

After that I try to sing it without activating my vocal cords. It is tricky, but it’s getting easier the 

more often I do it. Relax your lips, and allow yourself to be sloppy with your jaw movements; 

perform your song as you usually would, but breathe normally, and leave your vocal cords slack. 

After a few attempts, you should be able to stick to the groove of your song without making any 

sound. The idea is to “sing” the song, without vocal sound, so that your play speed reflects the 

actual song speed; basically, sing with your lips, but without your voice. 

Don’t forget to test your progress by recording yourself, and trying to sing to your recordings. 

My own instrument demos usually turn out to be about five percent faster than my regular 

performance tempo. Any more, and you will lose control of your song! 

The Mighty Click Track 
I remember sitting in a studio setting a few years ago with five actual musicians (by their 

standards I am still a beginner). We recorded one original song each, and only one person in the 

round (Tomy Thisdale) used a click track. 

Others tried and failed. I did not even try. A click track is a predefined beat count that settles as 

the basic layer of your song; like a metronome that is confined to your head phones, and then 

subtracted from the final mix. 

If you are used to having your rhythm dictated to you by the metronome, you probably won’t 

have trouble with this approach, and all your session musicians will thank you for it, because it 

makes their job much easier. 



However, I personally have never used a metronome, and I don’t see myself doing so in the 

foreseeable future. As a direct result of my ignorance, you can hear faster and slower sections in 

some of my songs, which freaked some of my session musicians right out. 

My rendition of the traditional “Every Rose” (which you may know as “True Love” or 

“Scarborough Fair”), in particular, alternates between lines with twelve and thirteen beats. That’s 

just how it goes; I don’t confine myself to regular music conformity, but instead play what I feel. 

My timing is good enough to keep a steady rhythm that even a drummer or bass player can count 

on. However, if you are comfortable with the metronome, the use of the mighty click track is 

greatly encouraged. 

By the way, everything that I wrote above applies equally to vocal recordings. Practice your 

songs often. Sing them on your way to work, and while you are sitting on the loo. 

Try different intonations, harmonies, and alternative melodies. Art knows no perfection, but 

some intonations and note sequences work better than others. 

When you are in the studio, and your producer asks you to end that one verse on a high note 

instead of a low one, you will be thankful that you already thought of that idea months ago, and 

had a few practice-runs with that particular note change. 

Art is an experience, and the more experiences you can bring, the more interesting your 

recordings will sound. 

Final Thoughts 
That’s it, really. Preparation is everything, because you need every minute of studio time to 

count for you. 

So, practice your songs until you actually know them, and can keep a beat that session musicians 

can follow. 

In the next chapter, I will report on said kind of people, session musicians; the wonderful 

characters that elevate the quality of your music from “nice sound” to “what a great record”. 

Key Lessons: 
• Goemon had to haul his instruments to the studio on the bus, in the cold of the winter. 

You may not need to do this. But you should still prepare your instruments for the studio, 

however you conceive of that. Put new tubes in your amp. Put fresh strings on your 

guitar. Buy new drumsticks. Do what you need to do to prepare. 

• An experienced producer will offer you constructive feedback as you track vocals and 

instruments for your project. Listen to them if they feel you could get a better take, or just 

a different take, because their instincts might prove right. 



• Goemon suggests tracking all your parts for a single song in one session. This can be a 

challenge, but he is right when he says it’s easier to maintain the same level of intensity 

and passion for the song when you go about it this way. 

• Mapping out a recording schedule can be a challenge, especially if you don’t know the 

scope of the project. I experienced this myself with my first album. At one point, after a 

long break, my co-producer/engineer said to me, “when are we going to finish this 

thing?” Initiative is a two-way street, and I should have taken more of it. 

• Practice plenty in preparation of the studio – preferably with a metronome. 

• Bring lyric sheets to recording sessions. I recommend doing this as well, as it is all too 

easy to miss an entire section of a song as you’re recording your instrument parts, and not 

even know it. This might not be a problem for non-singers in the band though. 

Afterthoughts: 
I don’t have much to add here. 

Basically, you should practice your songs inside and out in preparation for the studio. 

You should also practice with a metronome, if possible. That will make it a lot easier for your 

session musicians (or band) to follow along with your tracks later. 

The order in which you layer tracks can also make a difference, and many bands tend to start 

with the drums. That can be a good idea if your drummer has great rhythm. That way, once the 

drums are recorded, everyone else will find their footing in the song relatively quickly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5: Session Musicians 
Recording session musicians can be a source of great fun and inspiration, because you witness 

your songs growing through the craftsmanship of professional players. 

But it can also drag your day into an emotional abyss, if your sessionals lack the energy and 

experience that your record requires. 

Today I’d like to share some of my most and least favorite studio moments. 

Choosing Session Musicians 
When my producer Craig and I started discussing the choice of session musicians for my debut 

album, I made the point that I wanted to be present for every recording session. 

Firstly, I wanted to have a say in the arrangement of the songs. It is a lot easier to change a 

particular banjo riff or flute note, if you’re able talk to your musicians live in the studio. 

Many things can be changed afterwards during the mixing process, but it is a lot more time-

consuming to push little snippets of sound around than it is for the musician to play a particular 

part again. 

If you have the time, I definitely recommend sitting in for every session. Even if you don’t have 

anything to add to the discussion between producer and musician, you still get to watch your 

song grow. 

My second reason for sitting through every single recording session is my social media 

campaign. During every session, I took pictures and shot video of the musicians in the act of art, 

and I posted those snippets as teasers on my social media pages. 

How that turned out will be discussed on a different day. In any case, I now have plenty of 

material that I can use for promotional purposes. I think that’s a good thing. 

On Working with a Producer 
If the option exists: stick to one producer. When the recording process of my album was 

completed to approximately 80%, my producer Craig decided to move from Alberta to British 

Columbia, and oddly enough that move was not helpful for our work relationship. 

Craig promised to return to Calgary relatively frequently and attend remote sessions via online 

conversation. Neither of these options found fulfilment to any great extent. We pulled through, 

and the record sounds great, but recording without producer was a great labor. 

Both quality and efficiency of the recording sessions dropped markedly after Craig had left town. 

Despite all the wonderful options that modern technology has to offer, nothing beats direct 



conversation. 

How to Determine What Instrumentation Your Album Needs 
What kind of session instrumentation your album requires is subject to consent between your 

producer and yourself. In general, your producer is more experienced than you are, and will 

probably not only have a good idea of the instruments that will sound good with your music, but 

also know the right players for those instruments. 

Personally, I play about a dozen different instruments. Some I play much better than others, but 

still good enough to provide me with a reliable perspective on composition and sound. 

If you play more than one instrument, you can obviously play lead yourself, but I don’t 

recommend it. As my friend Frank pointed out: “that would be too much YOU on that record.” 

No, I wanted to drag as many of my musically talented friends into this project as I possibly 

could, because I wanted to implement their unique perspectives and talents into my music. 

Except for one player, I enjoyed every single recording session, and I am very happy that I made 

time to witness them live. 

Against all odds I did end up playing a bit of lead guitar on one song. “Your Love” is probably 

the weirdest song on my album, not least because I wrote it on autoharp. After Craig sent me the 

rough cut of that song, I experimented a lot with its composition. Some relatively simple, but 

intentional guitar chords added a lot of structure to it. 

I think the greatest obstacle for my session players was the absence of a click track on my songs. 

Due to the absence of a metronome, the tempo of my rhythm tracks changes a bit over time, and 

even deliberate tempo changes are not always easy to follow. 

Still, we managed. Various studio artists asked about the absence of the click track, but everyone 

found their way to follow my rhythm. 

Working with Session Players 
Obviously, some sessions were more amazing than others. The key players on my record (as 

judged by my own subjective perception) are Corry Ulan (banjo), Barb Olorenshaw (violin), Dan 

Mills (flute), and Joanna Drummond (vocals). 

Every one of these four sessions was terrific. These four musicians are masterful artists and 

brought a lot of beauty to the table. 

I remember sitting in the studio with Barb, and my producer asking me if I had any comments on 

her contributions, and all I could say was: “can we just sit here and listen to Barb playing for the 

remainder of the day?” 



There are sessions that are simply joyful. Art knows no perfection, and sometimes you end up 

with three different versions of a song that are all equally splendid. That’s just how it goes. 

Decisions are part of our life, and sometimes they are so overwhelming that we cannot make 

them ourselves. And it’s always better to have multiple options to pick from, instead of being 

confined to one mediocre take. 

Music needs time to grow. You cannot force art, and thus some sessions require more time than 

you might be inclined to put in. 

 

We sat in the studio with Johnny Summers, who was supposed to contribute French horn to one 

song (“Long Black Braids”). It took about an hour to get decent takes for that six-minute song. 

At first, I thought that maybe Johnny was out of touch with his instrument, or even not good 

enough, but that is an odd thing to suggest to the director of the Calgary Jazz Orchestra. As it 

turns out, that horn is just typically French: rude and uncooperative. 

Johnny managed to wrangle the French horn into submission, but it took a long time to get the 

sound that we wanted. He also played an option of Flügelhorn, which went swimmingly, and 

took us one take to complete. 

 



As result, we now have a beautiful dialogue of horns on that track, both played by Johnny 

Summers. You won’t get THAT with a live recording! Neither will you get Hammond B3 legend 

Mike Little on the accordion, because he is a busy man, and even for him it takes more than two 

tries to get accustomed to my weird bluesy chord choices. 

So, be nice to your session players, and send them the rough cuts of your songs ahead of time, if 

you can, so that they have an idea of what will be happening on recording day. Recording an 

album in sessions has the advantage that you can experiment with its sound; use that! 

There were various other recording sessions that either took longer than planned or needed to be 

rescheduled. 

Emma Rouleau, who sings a very beautiful duet with me, offered me ad hoc to sing the second 

half of the traditional “Every Rose”, because the song lends itself to a male-female dialogue. 

Since my version is a bit difficult to follow, Emma needed to study the song at home, and return 

the studio at a later time. 

When I asked Joanna Drummond to sing an a cappella duet with me (“Winter’s Cold at Sunset 

Bay”), she basically tore that song apart, and reassembled it into a much more structured form. 

Luckily, we did that in a rehearsal session. 

And then there was the tin whistle. Oh, dreaded instrument! Apparently tin whistle players are 

incredibly rare in Alberta, and it took me half a year to get a lead on one. That is already a bad 

timeline, considering that we had planned to finish the album within six months. 

But we can top this drama: when we finally sat in the studio with my elusive tin whistle player, 

he turned out to be just not good enough. I know, I should have noticed that earlier, considering 

that I had several rehearsals with him, but I didn’t. 

 

As mentioned before, I am quite new to the idea of music, and my ears don’t always work as the 

well-trained harmony detectors that they should be. When Craig sent me the rough cuts of the 

whistle tracks, we immediately omitted the whistle from two of the three intended songs, and 

Craig said: “I’d be okay with finding and recording another flautist.” 



This was in January, about three months after my originally planned release date, and three 

months before my intended departure from Calgary, so you might conclude that the schedule 

looked a bit tight. 

And considering the small amount of luck that we had with that topic thus far, the outlook was 

rather bleak. But fortune smiled upon me, and I got into contact with Dan Mills, who had just 

moved to Alberta a few weeks earlier. 

And not only did Dan play all the whistle parts that we wanted, he also added some incredible 

Irish flute sections that we had not even planned. I think the grand prize question is this: what 

would we have done without Dan? Probably we would have omitted the flute and whistle parts. 

In such a stripped-down composition, you would hear that something was missing from those 

songs, but in this case parts missing are better than parts half-asked. 

Budgeting for Session Musicians 

 

Besides the fact that I have many friends who I love to hear play, there was also a financial 

component to my decision on the identity of session musicians. Friends usually charge friendship 

fees, while unacquainted artists don’t. 

I paid around $100 per song and artist. A bit more for unionized musicians; a bit less for friends. 

It was worth every dollar. 

Some musicians won’t like to accommodate your schedule wishes for just one song, but you 

have little influence on that. James Hutniak plays harmonica on only one song, and he spent at 

least three hours on that, because said session was riddled with technical difficulties. Still he was 

kind enough to not charge me by the hour. 

Similarly, Johnny Summers and Jonathan Ferguson played their instrument for one song only, 

and like true professionals they gave it their best possible effort. I think the key is to find session 

musicians that actually love their job and put their emphasis on passionate play. In that regard, I 

totally lucked out. 



How Do You Get the Musicians You Want on Your Record? 

 

You Ask. Duh! It sounds obvious, but when the session musicians on your wish list play way out 

of your league, you might hesitate to contact them. Sometimes you just have to overcome your 

little butterfly daemons to progress with your art. 

I asked Hayley Sales to sing lead vocals for “The Fair”, knowing that her level of musicianship 

lies yards above mine, and that she was likely to laugh politely in my face. Surprisingly enough 

she agreed anyway, which provided me with a great leap of energy and enthusiasm for my art in 

general, and this record in particular. 

It didn’t work out in the end, because Hayley signed a contract with Universal Music, but that is 

beside the point. My message is: you’ll never know unless you ask. 

My friend Jim Burke performed his debut album together with grand talents such as Steve Pineo 

and Mike Little. Initially, Jim did not think that he was good enough to draw those Country 

legends onto stage with him. Honestly, who would?! 

But he asked, and he succeeded, and that is really all you need to know. Music connects people. 

You will never know what kind of connection your art can draw unless you actually approach 

your prospective collaborators. 

Some sessionals may only materialize before you due to sheer luck, or because your producer 

has worked with them in the past. About half of the 16 musicians that played on my debut album 

are friends of mine; most of the other half are in some way associated with the studio that I 

recorded in. 



 

Some are actually rather recent additions to my circle of friends, such as flautist Dan Mills, as 

described above. My blues harpist James Hutniak, in particular, was a last-minute find. 

My producer had big trouble getting any blues harmonica player to commit to our project. It was 

only one song, but the harmonica was to be the only instrumentation on “Free Bird” besides my 

slide guitar, so I did feel the pressure to find someone. And I needed to find him or her quickly, 

because Craig wanted to close the project within the week. 

I took my chances and posted a message on “Calgary Music Classified”, one of our musical 

Facebook communiqués in Calgary. Within two hours I had three replies, one of which was 

actually committed to the job. James turned out to be a great person, and the player for the 

record. Sometimes you just luck out. 

Final Thoughts 
Recording this album has been quite the journey. The record sounds amazing, and I can say that 

without sounding self-centered, because the impressive bits were all contributed by my producer 

and my session musicians. 

My own participation in this project is dwarfed by anyone else who worked on it, but still it feels 

like I earned this piece of art. Because I was there when it happened. 

I cut out and arranged many of the pieces of this musical puzzle, and I was present when they 

started to fall into place, revealing a majestic landscape of sound. 

But there is a lot more to be done to develop your music into a commercial product, so in the 

next chapter, I will take a break from audio, and will talk about design, layout, and advertisement 

instead. 

Key Lessons: 
• Goemon opted to be in the studio as session musicians were recording their parts. This 

allowed him to offer constructive feedback based on what he wanted to hear on his songs. 



This is one of the tasks a music producer would often handle on an album project, but 

something you may choose to do yourself. 

• While in the studio, you can easily create content for your social media campaign. Snap 

photos and shoot videos as appropriate. 

• Your producer can help you choose skilled and qualified session musicians for your 

project. 

• Send the rough cuts of your songs to your session musicians ahead of time. This can help 

them prepare for tracking in the studio. 

• Budget for session musicians if you plan to employ any. There’s no way of getting 

around the cost. 

• If there’s a particular player you would like to have on your album, don’t hesitate to ask. 

You never know what might happen. 

Afterthoughts: 
Session musicians aren’t essential, depending on the nature of your recording project. If you play 

in a band, then you may have all parts covered already, though there might be some instances in 

which you’d bring in a session player anyway (such as because your bass player just isn’t funky 

enough). 

But if you’re planning to hire session players to play on your album, budget it out. Ask the 

players and find out what they would charge for their services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 6: Visual Art and Album Design 
Most art is at least partially visual. The majority of our great composers tried to encapsulate 

visions of events, landscapes, people, or relationships in their songs. Thus, the visual 

representation of your album should receive at least some thought. 

Even if you only plan to distribute your music via download, there will be a digital picture 

associated with your digital album. The better this picture fits the mental image of your record, 

the more memorable your music becomes. 

If this is starting to sound like labor to you – tough luck, because in this chapter I will be writing 

about the process behind generating the cover art, layout, and logo of my album. As an artist, 

you are supposed to have an opinion about these sorts of things, even if you hand all of the actual 

work over to a professional graphic designer. Yes, even if you are blind, your opinion matters! 

Deciding on an Artistic Direction 
Visual art is always subject to personal taste, which makes it impossible to create an all-pleasing 

CD cover. However, for your debut album, you should still try to create something beautiful. 

For example, the covers of Chumbawamba albums are often the subject of controversy, because 

their weird artwork rarely shows a direct association to the content of the CD, or even to reality 

itself. Nobody buys a Chumbawamba album for its beautiful, thoughtful, eye-pleasing cover art. 

So, if your first record looks anything like that, it is not likely to sell well. 

The Album Title 
The first step for me was to generate an album title. As you recall from chapter four, all of the 

songs on my record circle around the topics of life and love, so I put those two words on a piece 

of paper, and allowed them to fester. 

I dug deeper into my music, and discovered that more than life itself my songs explore the forces 

that drive it, investigating the spark of life, if you want. 

After a few days of penciling words on paper, I arrived at The Fire Within, and I was quite happy 

with that. My songs generally explore the fire that burns inside the human mind, the mental 

forces that drive our existence. Title: check. 

The Imagery & Cover Art 
Next, I thought about the things that I wanted to showcase on my album cover. If you sell 

physical CDs, you have at least three advertisement panels to consider: the two sides of the CD 

sleeve, and the surface of the silverling itself. 



Obviously, you can plaster those spaces over with a picture of your favorite guitar, and a long list 

of thank-you-notes, but I find that a bit boring. It is a nice thought, but you are probably targeting 

an audience that is much greater than your circle of friends and mentors, so the vast majority of 

your readership won’t have any interest in reading your thanks. 

You can still put them on there, but don’t make them a focal point. In my typical selfish manner, 

I wanted to showcase my personal passion and dedication to music and art, so I planned to show 

pictures of all the instruments that I play on this record. But how could I make that subtle? 

My album title focuses on fire; how about a campfire, made of instruments? Setting acoustic 

instruments on fire is obviously not a great concept, but a wood pile consisting of guitars, 

ukuleles, and other instruments would look pretty interesting, eh? 

Then there had to be a picture of myself. That is just self-promotion 101 – people remember you 

by your face, so you better stick it on your product. 

Luckily, I am not associated with any record label; they will force you to put your face on the 

front of the album. For the band manager exists simply no alternative, which can be pretty 

frustrating. 

Ask cellist Ben Solee: he loves his vinyl covers, because he co-designed them. Yet he is at odds 

with his CD covers, because his record label always slaps his face on the front. 

However, I would be releasing my record independently, so I was allowed to do whatever I 

wanted. Since I was determined to print CD wallets, I had four paper panels to fill, which 

allowed me to perform a little party trick: the front cover shows my beloved pile of instruments, 

and in its continuation to the left (on the back of the CD wallet), the photo shows myself playing 

the autoharp. 

 

Goemon5 surrounded by instruments in his album artwork. 

There we have the cover art: an exploration of the album title, The Fire Within, illuminated 



through a potential campfire constructed of acoustic instruments, and in self-discovery via 

autoharp (the inner fire that the album actually explores). I shot a few concept photos via self-

timer on my pocket camera, and asked my friend James Tworow to professionally shoot the 

scene, so as to control lighting and object positions. Cover art: check. 

Photography & Design 
That’s where I ran out of ideas, so I indirectly asked for external help. I employed my friend 

Alyssa Hanke (Alyssa H Photography) for a promotional photo shoot. I dressed up in my stage 

outfit, grabbed my favorite 12-string guitar, and met Alyssa in a park downtown. 

We picked a gloomy autumn afternoon for that occasion, so as to fill the photos with colors, as 

well as with natural emotions. Alyssa is a master of her craft, so the photos that came out of that 

shoot are all beautiful. 

I employed one of them for the inside of the CD wallet, and another for the CD itself. External 

assistance: super helpful. Even though Alyssa knew little about her actual involvement in this 

project, she supplied me with some pretty iconic shots for two of the five panels. 

All the other photos that she shot during that session are great promotional pictures that I spread 

throughout my social media pages and other promo material. 

The fifth panel was tricky. I did not want to see any more of myself. Nobody wants to see the 

performing artist on every single panel, so the last shot had to be something new. 

As you remember from last week, I shot a whole lot of material during my studio sessions. Thus, 

the last panel would either contain a collage of all the session musicians that contributed to this 

record, or a highlight of a few exceptional artists. 

With 16 session musicians on this album, the former would have required very small pictures, so 

I decided on the latter option. 

There is one person that is featured on a great number of photos, from various sides, and it is the 

person who made the greatest contribution to the beautiful sound of this record: my producer 

Craig Newnes. 

I quickly singled out a small number of potential shots, and after some debate decided on one of 

them. Warning: if you plan to put pictures of people other than yourself on your CD sleeve, you 

better ask those people for permission. Producers, in particular, love to work in the background, 

and may not appreciate your plans. 



 

Producer Craig Newnes in the album artwork. 

So, there we have all five panels filled. Evidently this rough design process was followed by a lot 

of trial-and-error to fit album title, artist names, track list, and other text onto the CD wallet, and 

I thank Alyssa H and Martin Aak for their input in this matter. 

It’s always good to show your design ideas to a friend, and ask for an honest opinion. Art grows 

through constructive criticism, so make sure you get some. 

As you can see, my layout works quite heavily with photos. Some people don’t like that, and if 

you are one of them, you can bugger off and wait for next week’s post, because the rest of this 

chapter walks in the same direction. 

There are numerous reasons for my decision to go full-scale on the photo front: 

1. I don’t trust anyone to mock around with my art. 

2. I did not have much money to spend on layout. 

3. I have a little bit of talent for graphic design and photography, so I took this as an 

opportunity to develop the artwork myself. 

Many artists utilize geometrical patterns or photos of generic objects as CD backgrounds, such as 

curtains, tapestry, or floor tiles. Obviously, you can use whatever you like, just as long as you fit 

the artwork to the concept of the album. 

Whatever your main criteria might be, keep in mind that this is your personal product. You will 

have to live with its look until the end of days, so you better pick a layout that you can proudly 

present to an audience of thousands of uninitiated fans. 

Another great advantage of working with myself as graphics design team is the permanent access 

to the source material, as well as maintaining a flow of ideas. 

Whenever I need a new promotional poster or handbill, I can easily build on a previous collage, 



implement new ideas, and integrate older photos or artwork. 

For example, in my social media campaign, I mostly used digital posters that show a number of 

studio shots of my session musicians, and that roster was gradually updated as my list of 

sessionals grew. 

 

Some of the many session players that appeared on Goemon5’s album. 

Even the last of my advertisement posters for the album release concert incorporates design 

elements from previous editions, although the layout differs vastly from anything that I designed 

before. 

“Corporate Identity” is an important factor in your public representation. Yes, even as an artist. 

If you have a consistent visual representation, people quickly start to associate a distinctive 

font, graphic style, or logo with a certain style of music, and eventually your artist name. 

There is something to be said about variety, but you should also try to define a visual framework 

for yourself, so that people start to recognize your show announcements, even if your poster is 

surrounded by dozens of posters for other events. Specific color compositions and logos work 

great for that. 



Personal Logo 
As mentioned, I get high on graphic design, so I decided quite early that I wanted a logo. 

Your personal logo can cost anything from $200 to $1,000 CAD, or more. You can also design 

one yourself, if you feel so inclined. 

For example, if your band name is “Bold, Amplified Music”, you can print out the letters BAM 

in a font of your choosing, and rearrange them, until you reach an eye-pleasing combination. 

Simple graphic designs can be very effective, so don’t hesitate to give it a try yourself. 

However, I wanted something more sophisticated; a logo that is unique to myself, and 

representative of my cultural background, as well as my music. For that reason, I hired another 

Calgary talent: Cari Buziak (Aon Celtic Art). 

After a few discussions and three revisions, Cari presented me with my personal logo. I could 

write a whole blog post about this, because there is so much to discover in her art, but for reasons 

of simplicity, I will confine myself to some key points. 

 

Goemon5’s personal dragon logo. 

What you see is the perfect dragon. It combines all five elements of the philosophy of Japanese 



sword fight. Yet, its design is founded on a Celtic form, which also defines my music. 

The dragon head even features a mustache; how much more ME can you possibly put into this 

logo?! This dragon is a perfect representation of me and my music, so I have something that I 

can proudly slap on every one of my products, be it T-shirts, CDs, or posters. 

 

Goemon5’s great-looking logo on a T-shirt design. 

If you see this dragon anywhere, there is little chance that you will think of anyone but the Celtic 

guy with the painfully long blog posts on The Music Entrepreneur HQ. Perfect! Okay, enough of 

that. 

Identity 



The most important lesson in all this is IDENTITY. Whatever you choose to do with your 

record, make sure that it represents what and who you are. 

The journey of self-discovery can start with the album title: create one that represents the music 

on your album. Then brainstorm about the cover art, starting with the album title and expanding 

into a deeper understanding of your music. 

One may also start with a specific song, or an image, or even a person of interest and develop the 

entire album from there. The key point is to create a cohesive product. 

Don’t forget to incorporate your own face into your layout. Even if it is just a sloppy ink drawing 

of your head in profile – YOU are the face of your music! 

The remaining panels of your CD wallet, sleeve, booklet, or CD should be filled with pictures 

that you like, and which ideally have some association with your music and personality. 

Just keep in mind that this is going to be out there forever, standing as an eternal representation 

of your visual taste (or lack of it). So, remember to show the design to your friends and request 

honest feedback. 

If you want the whole deal: get a logo. A personal logo is not just emotionally satisfying; it also 

serves as a great visual mark of identification. And in our quickly revolving world of media, 

news, and resulting hysteria, identity matters more than ever before. 

Final Thoughts 
I hope you found something useful in all this. Yes, graphic design is not everyone’s hobby, but 

you should at least have an opinion on it. 

Remember: this is YOUR product; own it! It is never too early to think about the layout of your 

album, because these ideas take a long time to develop and ripen. 



 

Goemon5’s album release party in Calgary, AB. 

Ideally, by the time your producer has finished your album mix, you should have a nearly final 

album layout as well. You can then put the finishing touches on the design, while a man with big 

speakers masters your record. 

That’s where we are headed in the next chapter: mixing and mastering the album. Until then, stay 

puff! 

Key Lessons: 
• It isn’t necessary for you to be directly involved in the design process, but since it’s your 

album project, you should have some say in the design and appearance of your finished 

product. 

• Goemon suggests your album artwork can affect sales. In some cases, this can be true. It 

helps if the artwork somehow reflects the content that can be found on the inside. 

• Goemon says he wrote the themes for his album down on a piece of paper and then 

brainstormed around them. I did the same thing for my first solo album, Shipwrecked… 

My Sentiments (album art pictured below). 

• Whether you’re a solo artist or in a band, it’s a good idea to have a picture of yourself 

somewhere on the album artwork. I think this is most essential for your first album, since 

you’re looking to introduce yourself to the world. 

• If you’re planning to feature pictures of your engineer, producer, or session musicians in 

your album artwork, remember to get their permission. 

• As with recording your music, it’s a good idea to get feedback on your artwork and 

designs. Hire professionals if possible, and be willing to go through a couple of revisions 

before arriving at something that feels right. Again, you’ll need to budget for this. 

• Branding is important. People will begin to associate your design elements with your 

specific style of music. 



 

Afterthoughts: 
You need not be involved in every step of the album or logo design process, especially if you’re 

working with professionals you trust. I would still contend that it’s important to approve every 

design before it is published anywhere. That way, you won’t end up with an album cover that 

features a phallic object that looks suspiciously like male appendage (unless that’s your 

intention) – just as an example. 

Generally, if people love your music, they will stream it and buy it anyway. Your design need 

not be sophisticated or elaborate. If it’s unique and memorable, that often matters more than 

looking pretty. 

At the same time, it is possible to present a more professional image when you have high-quality 

artwork. People’s perception of you can vary significantly depending on the design you end up 

with. Perception does matter, so choose wisely. There may be time to adjust your esthetic down 

the line, but if your first album is a success, you probably shouldn’t deviate too far from your 

established branding later. 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 7: Mixing and Mastering 
After spending all that money on studio time and session musicians, what did it get me? How can 

we transform a pile of digital recordings into a finished CD? And how much feedback can I 

throw at my producer before he gets annoyed and stops answering my messages? 

The answer lies in the right mix, and today I will talk about my experience with mixing and 

mastering, so that you get a feeling of the amount of change that is involved in each of these 

steps. 

Rough Cuts 
Once you have recorded your own parts for the album, your producer can stick your tracks 

together like LEGO bricks, and provide rough cuts of the songs as they sound so far. 

“Rough cuts” are not optimized for anything, but should provide you with an impression of the 

general structure of the songs. Every song comes with layers of tracks, each recorded separately. 

Depending on how many takes you recorded for each song, your producer will have various 

options for every track to choose from, so he probably won’t spend much time mixing before all 

of the tracks for one song are assembled. 

Still, it is important to listen attentively to the rough cuts, because sometimes you sing a song in 

a bunch of different ways. You swallow a syllable, mispronounce a word, or even sing or play 

notes and words that are not supposed to be in the song. 

For example, the first rough cut of my banjo song “Brown and Blue” missed multiple syllables, 

predominantly the “s” sounds at the ends of many of the verses. 

Story-wise it makes a huge difference, if the “lies melt away in her blue eye” (singular) or her 

“blue eyes” (plural). One letter can mean the difference between romantic hypnosis and physical 

assault. 

You better check for these problems early, so that your producer knows what he is up against, 

and can make corrections before sending the tracks off to the session musicians. 

Especially if your sessionals sing vocal harmonies – you have to ensure that they are getting the 

right source material. Otherwise they will sing as wrong as you did, and as time passes, the 

mistakes will be increasingly harder to correct. 

Editing 
Errors like the missing endings of words are often leftovers from early takes of a particular song 

but can also be the result of early editing. 



My producer Craig loves to fiddle around with the various tracks, and so I got many rough cuts 

with missing consonants, because Craig used fade-transitions to puzzle two tracks together. 

 

Communication is an important part of the process. 

The only way of knowing exactly what happened to your song, and how it might be fixed, is by 

providing your producer with an exhaustive list of all the errors that you found. He or she will 

then hopefully go through your comments and fix the tracks accordingly. 

Here are some of the issues that I looked out for: 

Is the timing of solos and words correct? Sometimes the piano starts a bit late, or the chorus is a 

bit early, and it is simple enough to shift those bits around. 

My two vocal duets with Joanna and Emma required much puzzling with sound snippets to align 

the harmonies of these songs. Matching the timing of notes can be annoying, but definitely pays 

off. 

Are all tracks loud enough, or is the lead vocal outshouting everyone else? In several songs, we 

had to turn up the volume of the vocal harmonies, because they were otherwise not audible. I 

spent good money on those harmonies; I want to hear them! 

Do volume and intonation change in an ear-pleasing manner? Gregorian chant is nice, but 

outdated, because polychoral song (layering of vocal chants) is so much nicer. 

No one wants to listen to the same chorus four times, but you can fix that by incorporating 

different versions of that chorus. Ideally, the changing intonation of the vocals would match the 

story of the song. 



My ukulele song “York Railroad Station” consists of five verses and choruses. That could have 

been a disaster of repetition, but we saved the song by letting different instruments dominate 

different verses. 

Since every lead instrument improvises its own harmony line, getting another instrument to lead 

the next verse can make it sound very fresh, even though the vocalization remains almost 

identical. 

Some of your editing comments can be accommodated with a few simple mouse clicks, while 

others take considerable effort. You probably won’t know the difference until your producer tells 

you. I didn’t. 

That’s okay, just make sure that you keep a comprehensive list of all your comments, so that you 

can return to it at the end of the mixing process and check whether every suggested change got 

accounted for. 

This probably sounds ludicrous when you are just starting to record, because “you can hear what 

is wrong with the song”. However, towards the end, when you are listening to fifteen songs, with 

five or six instrument and vocal tracks each, you will not be able to recall the long list of issues 

that you wanted to change about your songs back when you heard them for the first time. Keep 

an itemized list and check it in the end; being organized is nothing magical. 

Some of your initial comments may just be silly. A few of my first rough cuts came with a very 

loud and bulky vocal track. I was already worried that I would have to sing those songs again, 

because my voice was so loud that I could actually hear the air being compressed in the 

microphone. 

As it turns out, this is nothing to panic about. A vocal compressor gets that fixed easily. Finding 

the right settings for the compression takes some experimentation, though, which is why Craig 

likes to perform this step in the end, when he has nothing left to record, and only has lots of 

tracks to mix. 

If you are not sure how helpful or silly your comment is, put it on the list. Your producer will tell 

you what he thinks. 

On a different note, try to be coherent and organized about your commentary. When you have 

two or three rough cuts assembled, work on a comprehensive list, and send it off when you feel 

that it is complete. 

Don’t bother your producer every day with new brilliant ideas. He has other projects to work on 

and can tackle your suggestions much more efficiently if you provide them in form of a 

wholesome compendium rather than in random bursts of unfocused annotations. 

Mixing 
I had very few arguments with my producer regarding the way that he mixed the tracks. As you 

know, I was in the studio for every single recording session for this album, so I gave my 



commentary live and directly to the session musicians. 

That made the whole recording process feel very organic, and we had most of the mixing 

discussions long before Craig even got to the mixing board. If you don’t have the time to follow 

this path, you can always let your hired hands record without you. 

 

Producer Craig Newnes hard at work. 

Your producer will pick the tracks that he finds most suitable. You can then object and comment, 

but if the musician did not record the funky riffs that you wanted, you won’t be able to mix them 

in. 

The final mix is something quite precious, so don’t be afraid to attend to every detail of it. 

Whichever way it turns out, this record will stick with you until the end of days. 

You can always remaster songs, but remixing is very difficult, especially when time passes by, 

and you forget what changes you actually wanted to make to a particular song. 

When your producer sends those “final mixes” around, sit down with them, and listen. No matter 

how often you have heard a particular song, listen to it at least three times, and write notes while 

you do so. 

If there are songs that you cannot enjoy three times per day, they shouldn’t be on that record 

anyway. The first time I listened to my final mixes very intensely; just me and the computer, 

writing down every comment that jumped into my head. 

I then carried on with my work whilst continuing to listen to my album on repeat (this was the 

time during which I created the final layout of my physical album, so I was actually able to 

attend to both tasks at hand without having to focus too hard on either of them). 



There really isn’t a good rule about this, but you probably should listen three times to every song 

before you check it off the list. For example, “Shannon” became my favorite song as soon as I 

got the rough cut with piano track from Craig. 

The composition of this song was totally amazing fairly early on, and I never wanted to change 

anything about it. Yet, when I listened to it three times in a row, I found a few tweaks here and 

there that made the mix even better. 

The first impression is not always the right one. Some ideas and comments have to ferment 

before they can be decanted and savored by your producer. 

Once you have assembled a list of comments, let it sit for a day or two. Return to your ideas a 

few days later, with a fresh set of eyes and ears. After four repetitions of the same song, you 

undoubtedly start to hear little gremlin giggles. 

When you reach the point of tedium, you have to stop. Let it rest. There is no perfection in art, 

and some of the blotchy details that annoy you on one day might turn out to be beautiful spots of 

color on another. 

Time helps wonders in this process, and re-listening with a few day’s distance will open your 

understanding of the music to a much richer spectrum of options. 

Repetition kills. Remember that 90s pop song that you totally loved when you heard it the first 

time, but grew increasingly annoying the more often you heard it? 

To ensure that your own songs don’t suffer the same fate, you will have to simulate the test of 

time yourself by putting critical songs on repeat. 

Yes, that lonesome harmonica tweet sounded really cool and innovative when we mixed it into 

the second verse of “York Railroad Station”. 

But as I listened to it more often, and the fresh and innovative song became “just a song”, it 

became increasingly disturbing not to hear any more of that harmonica in the second verse. 

The song composition had to change in order to keep the song enjoyable long term. We 

eliminated the harmonica from the second verse, and the song immediately sounded much more 

complete. 

If you are uninitiated to the recording process, as was I, you may think that a lot of the little fixes 

are done during the mastering, such as the volume levels of the different tracks that comprise one 

song. That is not how it works. 

For various reasons, it should be your producer who attends to almost all the details of the mix. 

He knows your song, knows your style, and together with you he has created a certain vision of 

your music. 

No one is better suited to fix the mix than the producer. So, don’t hesitate to send him a detailed 

list with everything that you want to change about your songs. 



Maybe you will disagree on certain points, but whatever doesn’t get changed during the mixing 

process might just stay in those songs for eternity. 

And in a few months, when one of your friends names the one thing that he doesn’t like about 

your album, and you recall that you wanted to change it, but didn’t dare to ask, then you will be 

angry with yourself. 

Thus, give yourself time to reflect, and foster a thorough investigation of your final mixes 

before approving them. 

Mastering 
Once you have approved the final mixes, the tracks should then go off to a third person for 

mastering. 

What happens during that process is that someone listens to your music with relatively fresh ears, 

and through really huge speakers, so as to hear how bad your sound can get under difficult 

circumstances. 

The masterer will then adjust frequency ranges, volume settings and other aspects of your tracks 

until your music sounds awesome again. Ideally, that mastering person has lots of experience 

with said process, is familiar with your genre and style, and is not directly associated with your 

project. 

In my case the mastering was done by Spencer Cheyne. A suboptimal choice, considering that 

Spencer not only co-operated the studio that I recorded in, but also provided the percussion for 

all of my songs. 

 

Mastering engineer Spencer Cheyne. 



However, Spencer is a brilliant producer, and he mastered my record very professionally. The 

final product is an absolute masterpiece, and I am very proud of the sound that my producers, 

session musicians, and I have created. 

Conclusion 
Including complications like a moving producer and time conflicts galore, this whole project 

took about ten months from start to finish. 

I contacted Craig in the second week of May 2015, recorded the first tracks a few weeks later, 

and received the mastered record in early March 2016. 

A lot can happen in ten months, and there were times when I was doubtful about the whole 

enterprise. My enthusiasm for and involvement in the recording process oscillated as time went 

by. 

But whenever my motivation hit a low point, my producer would send me a fresh set of rough 

cuts, and the musical genius of my session musicians ensured that my love for this record was 

renewed. 

It cost me a lot of time and money to get here, but the view from where I stand is simply 

unmatched by anything I ever experienced before. 

I love my debut album, and without patting myself on the back, I can say that everyone who 

listens to it will find something enjoyable on this record. 

Yet, there is one step left before I can translate my own pride about this album into universal 

enjoyment among its listeners. 

In the next chapter, we will contemplate the perfect track sequence for the album. It is probably 

the most tedious and subjective decision that the album has to face, but it determines who will 

listen to the album and for how long. If you have come this far, you really don’t want to mess up 

that final step. 

Key Lessons: 
• Listen to your rough cuts and sit with them for a bit. You may notice little things that 

need to be fixed in the recording. 

• There are some things you need to get right on your rough cuts, such as the pitch of your 

vocals. Otherwise, you could end up throwing off your session musicians. 

• Take notes on anything you hear in the rough cuts that needs to be corrected – otherwise, 

you may end up forgetting. But also keep in mind a rough cut is not a final mix. Don’t get 

too carried away with the details of mixing (i.e. which instrument or vocal part needs to 

be quieter or louder, where an instrument should sit in the stereo spectrum, etc.) until it’s 

time. 



• As Goemon suggests, when you are presented with “final mixes”, listen to each song 

three times each, and take notes on them. Then, wait a couple of days, and then come 

back to your notes. 

• All the little details are taken care of during the mixing process – not in mastering. 

• Don’t rush the approval process. Take the time necessary to process your mixes before 

giving your engineer the final go-ahead. 

• Your mastering should be handled by someone other than your mixing engineer, 

preferably a qualified mastering engineer. 

Afterthoughts: 
Find a producer/engineer who cares about your project – I can’t stress this enough. 

I had a project that went sideways because a producer randomly decided to back out. I hadn’t 

paid him a cent, so that was partly my fault, but I was planning to work out a deal with him. I 

should have hammered out the terms earlier. 

I did eventually get the project files from him, but when I did, they were an utter mess. The 

tracks were not labeled properly, and there was no easy way to bring them into my Digital Audio 

Workstation. I had no choice but to give up on that project, as painful as that was. 

A producer that cares about what they do would never do that, even if they had agreed to work 

pro bono, because they know: a) their reputation precedes them, and b) their name is going to go 

in the credits. So, if they care about their future as a producer, they’re not going to abandon you, 

or put out anything they aren’t proud of. 

Unfortunately, music is a business, so some studios and engineers will just take your money, 

because they need revenue. This isn’t to say engineers and producers aren’t deserving of a fair 

day’s wage, mind you. Record in these environments if you must, but if you have the option, find 

someone (or a team of people) that cares about brining your project to life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 8: How to Determine the Track Sequence or Playlist of 
An Album 
So I went to the studio, recorded 15 songs, hired a jamboree of session musicians, mixed and 

mastered the whole record, and received a pile of finalized songs, each of them sounding 

awesome, and ready to conquer the world. 

Time to celebrate? Not quite yet, because my least favorite aspect of album creation is still 

pending. There is one task left to do, and this one is a rage of tedium: determining the final 

sequence of songs. 

We have all bought albums that contain only one or two good songs. We digitized the whole 

thing, shuffled the two good ones into our MP3 player, and forgot that the rest of that record ever 

existed. 

The boom years of the 80s and 90s, in particular, saw many music albums that were built around 

one well-sold single, and that contained nearly a dozen songs that we desperately try to forget 

about. 

Big record labels continue to work with that practice: throw a bag of bones at the audience and 

see which stick. Thus, it has become common practice to single out a few beautiful compositions 

on any given album, and not bother with the rest. 

On top of that, the biggest music distributors (radio and other music streaming services) rarely 

play more than one song of a particular artist within a given set. Therefore, you might be 

forgiven for thinking that the song sequence is not actually worth contemplating, except for the 

first title on the record. 

You would still be horribly wrong, though, because your track sequence determines the 

impact of your record on the global market. The order in which your songs appear on the 

album determines which ones get listened to by producers, radio hosts, music directors, and 

festival managers, so this is actually one of the biggest marketing decisions that you are facing. 

In the following I will outline how the track sequence for my debut album came to be. 

How to Sequence for Radio, Festivals & Music Directors 
Firstly, you should understand that music directors often get a dozen new records per day, so 

they won’t listen to your whole album, even if you duck-tape it to a chocolate cake. 

Everybody listens to track #1 on an album, because that’s the default setting of nearly every 

music player in existence. But where do we go from there? Apparently, the key positions on a 

songwriter album are 1, 4, 7, and 10. These are the tracks that are most likely to get listened to by 

anyone who scouts music. 

http://musicentrepreneurhq.com/recording-album-part-5-session-musicians/
http://musicentrepreneurhq.com/recording-album-part-7-mixing-mastering/
http://musicentrepreneurhq.com/recording-album-part-7-mixing-mastering/


I don’t know how that sequence originated, but it has become a common practice. Many music 

directors will deliberately listen to those four songs and decide within 10 minutes whether they 

hand your record over to the radio host or add it to the pile of festive giveaway gimmicks. 

Yes, when radio stations give away “a box of CDs” at their annual fundraiser raffle, this is often 

the source of the content of said box: rejected albums. But since that magical track sequence is 

no longer a secret, record labels have adjusted to it, and everyone else in the music business 

followed in their wake. Therefore, positions 1, 4, 7, and 10 should be filled with your strongest 

songs. 

Obviously, the four key songs need to be amazing. As a general rule, you want a fast one, 

another fast one, a slower one, and a quirky one. These four songs should be potential radio hits: 

catchy, personal, yet universally true, with great cadence and groove, and, of course, hitching on 

a sing-back chorus. 

If you have four songs that fulfill these criteria: bugger off, Taylor Swift, there is nothing I can 

teach you. It’s unlikely that your record is filled with radio hit songs, so you will need to identify 

the three or four songs that are most likely to be loved by a significant portion of the population. 

At this point, a remarkable number of my readership will call out in dismay: “I am a songwriter. 

I do not write for a mass market. My spectacular poetry will find acceptance eventually.” 

You are obviously free to think of the market whatever you like, but you should consider that 

even the most unconventional personalities of music history, such as Bach, Beethoven, and Kurt 

Cobain needed to appeal to their audience in order to be successful musicians. 

If your music doesn’t get radio play, barely anyone will hear it, and the chances for getting 

“discovered” will soar somewhere between basement and foundation of your little musical glass 

house. In other words: pick your strongest songs. 

People who buy your CD will listen to the whole thing, and eventually discover all of its beauty. 

But music directors only have 10 minutes to spare for you, so they will need to be convinced of 

your genius within one-and-a-half songs. 

That obviously means that you can’t pick long songs. Ideally, they should be around three 

minutes or shorter, because radio hosts can always fit an upbeat two-minute song into their 

program. 

Also keep in mind that the average listener decides within seven seconds whether he wants to 

keep listening, or change the track/channel, so the hook of your song needs to get introduced 

very early. 

There is much more to be said about radio hit songs, but other people have written more 

competently about this subject, so I leave it to you and David to reel in that information yourself. 

I will just quickly explain which four songs I picked and why. 

Number one, “Good Morning Sunshine”, is the catchiest song on my record. It is a real, good, 

feel-good song, and nothing else would be more suitable for that position. 



The banjo song “Brown and Blue” (4) is less catchy but is a real foot stomper. There is no repeat 

chorus, which is very risky for that position, but the funky instrumentation combined with my 

quirky vocal movements make it a great two-and-a-half minute listening experience. 

“Make da Music” (7) has a beachy ukulele groove to it, and its sing-along chorus makes it 

pleasantly comforting at any time of the day or year. Again: catchy, memorable, and good sing-

back-ability. 

“Shannon” (10) defies all rules, and really shouldn’t be at that position: it is the longest song on 

the record, relatively slow, depressing, lacking a beat or chorus, simple in its composition, and 

you have to wait more than one minute for the hook to appear. However, “Shannon” is my 

personal favorite, because of its lyrical strength, vocal harmonies, moodiness, and the great 

musical effects that it achieves with a very simple composition (guitar, cello, and piano). 

This song will potentially never be played on the radio, because it is longer than six minutes. But 

since I already had three upbeat songs for the other key positions, I made the executive decision 

to have music directors listen to my personal favorite. With a bit of luck, their radio hosts will 

give the song a listen and fall in love with it. 

There were a couple of other songs that I had under consideration as “key songs”, but ended up 

rejecting, because they were either not catchy, too repetitive, too depressing, or not universally 

interesting enough. 

For example, I have a catchy song about a grain elevator, which is really interesting from a 

songwriter perspective, but will be of no interest to a host of New York college radio, because he 

has never in his life even heard of grain elevators. 

I also have another upbeat ukulele song, which would have made a good fit, but it is more 

repetitive than the key songs that I selected, and it would sound too similar to song #1. 

Remember to provide a decent spectrum of styles with your three key songs! 

“Free Bird” I contemplated for position #10, because its slide guitar groove is quirky, yet catchy, 

and the whole song is pretty cleverly constructed. I decided to leave #10 to “Shannon”, and count 

on the popularity of Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Free Bird” to get browsers interested in my lyrical 80s 

re-hash. 

The Rest of the Album 
That takes care of the marketing positions 1, 4, 7, and 10. What about the rest of the album? Here 

I loosely follow David’s recommendations for a great set list: tell a story, make it an interesting 

journey, couple up songs with similar topics, but don’t group songs together that sound very 

similar or very different. 

With this record, you are basically playing the show of your life, and whatever track sequence 

you decide on will be available to your audience; forever, and right off the shelf. 

Therefore, you want to make this playlist an interesting and well-consolidated musical journey. 



If you are making a true concept album, your track sequence is nearly set already, because you 

basically started at one end of the story and will be finishing at the other end. 

If you chose to record your favorite songs that are loosely based around one common topic, like I 

did, you have a bit of work to do. 

My first step was to enter the song titles into a spreadsheet, and assign certain attributes to every 

song, so that I could easily spot songs with similar topics or compositions. 

 

Working on the track sequencing in a spreadsheet. 

I bold-faced upbeat songs, italicized romantic songs, and colored everything that was longer than 

four minutes. Then I began shuffling the songs around, starting with the key positions as outlined 

above. 

Note that at this time I had picked my four “key songs” but did not have positions for them. So, I 

assigned the four key songs to the four marketing positions, and then tried to squeeze in all the 

other songs between them. 

This is where the hassle began, because I didn’t want slow songs following each other, but also 

tried to tell a comprehensive story, so as to keep listeners interested all the way. I talk more about 

that topic below. 

Whenever I came up with a sequence that looked good, I stashed it away, so as to pass 

judgement later, and then I started the process anew. 

I got better as time went by, because I started to see groups of songs that naturally fitted together. 

The four “key songs” were of great assistance in this process, because they nailed down four of 

the track positions, thus markedly reducing the number of possible combinations. 

Another help was song #15: I have one a cappella song on this album, which just naturally goes 

onto the last position. 



And so, I went on, shuffling, grouping, and positioning songs; creating one plausible track 

sequence after the other, all flawed in different ways, but less and less confounded by big 

problems. 

After two days (not consecutively; I only spent half-hour blocks on this), I had a few track lists 

that I considered decent, so I charged the music player with them, and listened. I mostly played 

the first and last thirty seconds of each song, so as to check how well they fitted together. 

Finally, as my attention span grew shorter, I wrote all song titles on a sheet of paper, cut them 

out, and pushed the physically manifested track sequence around on my desk, again testing the 

better sequences on my MP3 player. 

I also asked my friend Joanna about her opinion, because she has an arts degree, and I 

incorporated her ideas into my labor. Yes, feedback from your audience helps! 

All this probably sounds like a trial-and-error process. Because it is. You create a track sequence, 

look it over, discover that the last two songs that you fitted are actually destroying the storyline, 

so you pull them out, and try to refit a few songs to other positions. 

This job is boring, tedious, and not very rewarding, but it has to be done. I understand if you 

want to hand it off to someone else but be informed that there is no one who knows these songs 

as well as you do. 

You won’t find a more suitable person to do this, so you might as well give it a try (or a hundred) 

before you hand the task off to someone else. It took me nearly a week to come up with the 

finalized track sequence, and the only enjoyment from said process was the realization that it was 

done. 

How I Determined My Track Sequence 
Here are the criteria that I employed to evaluate my potential track sequences: 

1. Tell a story and tell it well. 

Remember that the preferred method for listening to CDs is still en bloc, shoved into a CD 

player, and played end-to-end during a four-hour car drive, or during the morning shift at the 

office. 

Thus, your sequence should reflect something that the listener can enjoy and relate to. Try to 

group songs with similar mood and topic together, to create an interesting storyline. 

About one-third of the songs on my album are love songs, and another third are break-up songs, 

and you don’t want to hear those in close succession. “I love you”, “I hate you”, “you make be so 

happy”, “you broke my heart” – that might be a story as life tells it, but condensed into 12 

minutes of music, it will sound like the diary of a psychopath. 

Better group a few love songs together and follow them up with a gentle break-up song before 



you blast out the tougher, edgier break-ups. Remember to keep the music and emotions flowing 

without clashing them against each other. 

2. Watch out for songs that sound similar and separate them out. 

I have seen performances at Folk Festivals where the artists had half their audience asleep by the 

third song, because every song had the same sound. 

It does not matter how great a songwriter and flat picker you are – no one wants to hear about 

your broken heart in E minor for 20 minutes! 

Compartmentalize that story by inserting a song about a farm fair, so that the audience gets a rest 

from your depression. And those four piano songs sure sound nice individually, but if you listen 

to them en bloc, and find that they blend into each other, you should move them apart. 

Look for songs with a similar key, mood, instrumentation, lyric, tempo, or hook. Separate those 

songs by inserting one that differs in several of these attributes. That allows the listener to 

continuously bathe in the flow of music without being lulled to sleep. 

Of course, there is plenty of room for exceptions. Nick Kane’s “Songs in the key of E” is a great 

album, despite its notated redundancy. Old Man Luedecke’s “Domestic Eccentric” is filled with 

banjo tunes, half of which focus on young love; and still it is a great listening experience. 

The key or “note family” of your song is but one aspect of music, and you can easily stick three 

cello songs together, if at least one of them has a very distinct lead part, or anything else that sets 

it apart from the rest. Just make the journey an interesting one! 

Some songs create a relatively clean break in the storyline, despite their lyrical content, and you 

can use those to separate songs that tell very different tales. 

For example, “Free Bird” is technically a break-up song, but it is relatively upbeat, very funky, 

and its premise is built around popular music from the 80s. 

Despite its general topic, it does not actually work as a break-up song, but rather constitutes a 

weird foot-tapper that is so different from the rest of the album that it creates a natural barrier 

between songs. Thus, I used it to separate two slow/depressing break-up songs from another. 

Conclusion 



 

The final track sequencing. 

Creating this track sequence, this “ultimate set list”, was quite tedious, but it was well worth it – 

the songs on my record follow two separate little storylines, with the mood and tempo oscillating 

organically throughout the album. 

You can even listen to the album on repeat, because the last song closes a lyrical circle that 

naturally leads into track #1. I am very proud of my playlist, and I am sure that my listeners will 

find it comforting. 

Without it, my debut album would merely be an agglomeration of songs, and there are already 

plenty of those around. 

In the last eight chapters, I have told you pretty much everything you need to know about 

recording a studio album, from its initial conception, to recording and mixing, to the final 

touches, visually and technically. 

I taught you how to identify the “key songs” on your record, onto which track positions to put 

them, and why. I also revealed the tedious magic of determining a great track sequence. 

Whether you do it in a digital spreadsheet, on paper, or “by ear” in a music player, the criteria for 

a good track sequence stay the same: 1) look for an interesting, yet well-balanced storyline; and 

2) avoid boredom by separating songs that sound similar, due to their similarity in key, tempo, 

instrumentation, mood, or lyrics. 

I will follow this chapter with one about my CD release concert. 



 

Goemon5’s upcoming album release party in Calgary, AB. 

I hope you were able to glean a minimum of infotainment from these lengthy chapters, and I 

hope to see you soon. 

Key Lessons: 
• When sequencing your album for music directors, put your best tracks in the 1, 4, 7, and 

10 spots – place a fast one, another fast one, a slower one, and then a quirky one in these 

positions. 

• Radio isn’t the only way to get your music heard, but it is an important marketing 

channel. Catering to music directors should be one of your priorities as you sequence 

your tracks. 

• Your best hook should be at the front of each song. This is especially true if you plan to 

get radio airplay. Preferably, your songs shouldn’t be longer than three minutes either. 

• If you find it helpful, you can try Goemon’s process for track sequencing – coming up 

with multiple versions and revising until you feel you have a track list that works. 

• If you find that your songs start blending together as you’re listening to a track order you 

see potential in, you may want to rethink the sequence. 

Afterthoughts: 
I think Goemon did a great job of explaining how to sequence your album. 



In my opinion, it should look a lot like a live set list. Here’s a basic outline for how that might 

look: 

1. An upbeat song 

2. Another upbeat song 

3. A quieter song 

4. An upbeat song 

5. Something different 

6. A quieter song 

7. Another quieter song 

8. Yet another quieter song 

9. An upbeat song 

10. Something different 

11. An upbeat song 

12. Another upbeat song 

I’m not saying you should use this as a formula. But the main thing here is that you don’t want to 

group more than two or three tracks together that sound alike. People thrive on variety. 

I recently re-released Demos 2010 as Fire Your God, because I felt it was a shame that this music 

– though largely unfinished – wasn’t available for people to purchase or stream on their favorite 

online music store or streaming platform. 

I don’t mean to pump my own tires, but I happen to think the sequencing is pretty good for this 

project – here’s what it looks like: 

1. Not by a Long Shot – Acoustic (a mid-tempo, upbeat song) 

2. Fire Your God (a serious mid-tempo instrumental) 

3. Summer (I’ll Be Waiting) (a “minor” or sadder sounding upbeat song)  

4. Savage Love (something different, an acoustic instrumental) 

5. Digital Audio Workstation (something different, a podcast theme) 

6. Spark Vinyl (something different, a funky, hip hop style podcast theme) 

7. Razor Man (an upbeat video game style instrumental) 

8. There’s Only One Boss (something different, a goofy hip hop song) 

9. Fear No Longer (an upbeat rock song) 

10. Something to Say (an upbeat rock song) 

11. Not Forgotten (a slower song) 

12. Risen from the Ashes (a slower instrumental) 

This compilation has plenty of variety. But as you can see, I never repeated more than three 

similar songs in a row. The most similar songs are “Summer (I’ll Be Waiting), “Fear No 

Longer”, and “Something to Say”, which I was sure to spread out. 

And, I know, there are plenty of popular albums that set this idea on its head. Those ones usually 

end up bugging me, because they drag on in the middle and don’t offer enough variety. As much 

as I love Fountains of Wayne, Welcome Interstate Managers is one of those albums (and, some 

of my favorite songs of theirs are on that album). 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/fire-your-god/1340647574


Also, I’m not suggesting that you absolutely need rise and fall on your album. It can be all rise 

(just look at 80s hair metal albums), and it can even be all fall (just look at Radiohead or Pink 

Floyd). It depends on the impact you’re trying to create, and it’s fun to explore the possibilities. 

Either way, now you know my philosophy around track lists. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 9: The Release Concert & Calgary’s Broken 
Community 
As you recall, I recorded an acoustic album, and after nearly one year of labor I released it into 

the wild. It has become a tradition of the songwriter community to celebrate any album release 

with a concert. I chose to follow that call and organized a release concert for my album (if you 

are more than just an upstart musician, you would likely opt for a whole Release Tour). 

Here are some of the lessons I learned from that endeavor. Some of it will sound like a bitter 

settlement with the Calgary music scene, some of it might be very specific to my personal 

circumstances, but the combined account of my experiences will hopefully be helpful for you as 

a recording and performing artist. 

Nobody Likes Me 
Every concert lives through its audience. If nobody comes out to listen to your band, you might 

as well keep playing in your garage. 

Organizing an elaborate show with various well-rehearsed and skilled band members is a 

pointless exercise unless you have a vibrant fellowship. Vibrant as in “whenever I post an event 

on social media, it takes me less than two days to get positive interactions with 20 people.” 

And I’m not talking about clicking the “Like” button, which takes next to no effort; I refer to 

people who actually write a response. No matter how great you think your friends are, how 

positive the direct interaction with your fans are, remember that most people still are still rather 

pretentious about their involvement in your greatest hobby. 

More than half of the people who tell you how excited they are about your show won’t have any 

recollection of said word exchange when the show time comes. Some of them will have 

legitimate excuses, such as a reunion with a dear family member, or simply their inherent 

inability to manage their own schedule. That happens to us all, and you should consider that even 

your best friends can have a change of plans just hours before your show. 

But people who tell you that they “didn’t know” about the show are most likely either lying or 

incapable of maintaining attention. I contacted plenty of people directly, who then still claimed 

that they had no idea that I was making an album, even after 10 months of marketing. 

Directly after my album release, I had contact with about half a dozen people who claimed that 

they tried to attend my show one or two weeks after it had already happened. There is nothing 

you can do to prevent that. I gave people handbills, and even saw them typing the associated 

information into their mobile devices; they still managed to mess up their schedules. 

Some people even purchase tickets to your show, and still don’t show up. That can be 

tremendously disappointing, especially if you had hoped for so much more. Remember that this 



is YOUR show – it is the most important event EVER – but only to you. For others it is just 

another concert. Thus, your chances of receiving an appropriate attendance level increase with 

your ability to tell people how much this concert actually means to you. 

 

Promotional material from Goemon5’s album release concert. 

As a German, I find it very annoying when people are incapable of reading their calendar, but as 

an artist I also find it forgivable. Humans make mistakes; it’s no use to dwell on them. 

By far the greater tragedy, both in (lacking) attendance numbers and in the level of perceived 

nuisance, are the “shit people.” I struggle to find an alternate term for that kind of human; 

nothing else appears to have quite the same descriptive power. 

Unless your fan base consists entirely of beloved relatives, it is inevitable that more than half of 

your fellowship is full of verbal diarrhea. It is relatively easy to walk up to a musician after a 

show, and tell him/her that the performance was very enjoyable. It is comparatively much more 

difficult to actually become an engaged fan of said artist, to react to a call for attending a future 

show, or even helping him/her to promote it. 

There are dozens of “friends” that I have played for over the years, at jams, shows, or open mics, 

who assured me that my music is splendid, and that I should record an album and play shows, 

because they very much enjoy listening to me. 

When those same “friends” play a show, or start a crowdfunding campaign, they do not hesitate 

to ask me directly to share and like their social media posts, yet to date the majority of them have 

not “liked” my artist page, interacted with my funding posts, reacted in any way to the events 

that I organized, or shared any of my posts on their own social media pages. 



When I say, “you are full of shite”, I mean exactly that: you ask me to organize a show, but you 

don’t actually intend to attend it. Nobody needs this kind of false encouragement. We might as 

well be back in preschool, and all receive a medal and congratulations for being physically 

present. 

I have plenty of musician friends that share this experience. Remember that most of your virtual 

friends, no matter how well you communicate with them, are still just friendly acquaintances. Do 

not build yourself any alternative illusion. Your “friends” are not your “fans”. Most of your 

friends are full of praise and poop, and you won’t be able to tell the difference until you count 

the number of smiling faces at your release concert. 

But not to worry, your fans won’t come to your show either (unless properly invited, but we’ll 

get to that). One of the disappointing truths about life in Calgary is that there are more artists 

than patrons. No matter how far ahead you announce your show, most of your fans will have 

something else to do at that time, and be it only the folding of laundry. 

They don’t actually want to hurt you – they only disappoint you unconsciously. Again, people 

are more likely to heed your call if they know how much their support means to you. Much of 

this is built on the idiotic premise that “one person less won’t actually make a difference”. Right-

winged political parties have always celebrated great success by embracing that idea. 

In order to acquire a good number of paying audience members, you need lucky connections to 

the right people. Because despite all the contrasting tales that people tend to tell you, there is no 

actual lack of time or money. 

I have seen Calgary artists gather $5,000 for a trip to England within a week through 

crowdfunding, without great reason or rhyme or any personal benefit for their patrons. People 

with money will gladly part with it for your personal benefit, but you need to find those people 

first. 

If you don’t know them at the beginning of your campaign, you should not count on meeting 

them through your campaign. The campaign for your album release primarily targets and affects 

the fan base that you already have. It does not grow that fan base. 

I did not know that when I started to plan my album release, and it had disastrous consequences. 

If you haven’t already, you should consult David’s website for ways to increase your fan pool, 

because a thriving fan base is crucial for any musical enterprise. CD Baby also offers great 

resources on this subject. 

So, who will come to my CD release? 
People that you personally invite are much more likely to attend your show than are random 

viewers of your social media page. If you have a thriving pool of supporters to draw from, this 

problem pretty much solves itself. People who love your music, and are stoked for the show, are 

also likely to bring friends and family. However, you can’t depend on that yet. Because you are 

not Bruce Springsteen. 



Personal interaction goes a long way towards agreement and support. One of my great heroes, 

Amy Thiessen, has a tremendous record of positive audience interaction, and that is one of the 

main reasons why her bigger shows usually sell out, even if she is just jamming with a few 

friends. 

Like most other upstart musicians Amy play a lot of admission-free gigs in bars and clubs. After 

every show, as well as during the breaks, Amy walks amongst the audience, speaks to people 

who look somewhat interested, and hand them her business card. When they find said card in 

their pockets later, they have a positive memory in hand, and are likely to visit her webpage, or 

attend another show. 

This is probably the part that you dread the most about art. Musicians are generally terrible at 

self-promotion, because we find it somewhat obnoxious. But instead of seeing this as a bunch of 

business, you should see it as public relations instead. And everyone needs to relate to the public. 

“Hi, I am Goemon. Thank you for coming to my show. You looked very enthusiastic when I 

played that waltz. Can I give you my card, so maybe you have a portable memory of this 

evening? – Have a great night!” 

Building an audience does not take much effort. You just need to make it a part of your routine 

to talk to your audience before they leave the venue. 

Similarly, every friend, fan, and random stranger who is graced with a smile, a flyer, and a 

positive memory of you, is likely to make efforts to come to your big release show. 

The Campaign 
To put my experience into perspective, here follows an account of the effort I put into my album 

release concert. 

When I began recording this album, I immediately started an advertisement and funding 

campaign for it. For nearly 10 months, I shared weekly updates to all of my social media 

channels and linked them to my presale campaign on the PledgeMusic page. 

Those updates were not advertisement spam, but rather comprehensive snippets of information. 

Video updates from the studio, photos of instruments and session musicians, stories about the 

recording process, and music videos with updated rough cuts of my songs. 

After 10 months, my campaign managed to draw support from five individuals: JF, a friend who 

is immensely engaged in the music community; Mercy and Jim, who are both emerging artists 

and great friends of mine; Ralph, one of my former professors and friends at the university; and 

James, a musician who plays on my album. Five supporters in 10 months – that is rather meagre. 

Of course, funding campaigns and pre-sales are only one measure of success (or lack thereof). 

As soon as I had determined time and date of my release concert, I created a ticketed event on 

Eventbrite, and shared it on my dominant social media platforms. 



Many people interacted with the event, some even shared it. That my session musicians were not 

among the people who shared the event with any regularity (except for James, again!) is, in the 

end, my fault. I should have asked them to do so. I could also have given them an incentive: if 

the concert had attracted enough paying customers to exceed the production costs, everyone 

would have gotten paid. 

We will talk about finances further down, but it is generally a good idea to provide your 

collaborators with an incentive, so that they get personally invested in your project.  

This makes the difference between session musician and band member – one is there for the gig, 

the other for the journey. 

 

Goemon5 onstage with fellow musicians. 

My concert event page was up for about eight weeks. I linked every album update, every music 

snippet, and almost every Twitter blurb to that event page. I received plenty of interactions, and 

lots of promises, but when the time of truth drew near, I still had only two tickets sold – to family 

members of one of my musicians. 

So, I increased my enthusiasm for posters and handbills; everything I printed contained the line-

up of session musicians, a web address, and QR code. The payoff for my perseverance was 

barely noticeable: the final number of paying audience members at my release concert was one 

lower than my number of musicians on stage. 

Mind you, half of these audience members were close friends or family members of my 

musicians, the other half were dearest friends of mine. 



Then, of course, there are the “poor people”, fans and friends that can’t afford the $20 fee for a 

three-hour concert (which included the album on CD), and I had various “friends” asking me if 

they could attend the concert free of charge. 

Don’t worry too much about those low-budget fans. Give out free tickets, if the need arises, 

because a bigger audience makes for happier performers. Many of the free-ticket holders are 

unlikely to attend anyway. If people are not personally invested in a project or event, they will 

have little reason to attend it. 

I contacted about 30 people who I owed favors to, who sold me an instrument that I recorded for 

my album, or who have otherwise been of support throughout my musical journey. Of those 30 

people, about half replied and requested the free tickets that I offered them. Of the 20 free tickets 

that I gave away, only four were used. Four! I had more volunteers at the show than I had takers 

of free tickets. 

That’s it, that’s the payout of 12 months of campaigning, hanging up posters, handing out flyers, 

playing at open mics, talking to friends and strangers, preparing videos and sound bites, updating 

profile pages, organizing rehearsals, and planning out a whole concert from scratch: nine paying 

attendees; five, if you count only those who actually reacted to my campaign. 

If I had not run any campaign at all, and instead just booked a one-hour slot at any of Calgary’s 

readily available bars, I would have gotten the same number of attendees. Don’t try to correct me 

– I actually tried that approach a few years ago. 

With a random show at a coffee shop I gained the same audience count. People who hear one of 

my songs usually stay for a few more. Thus, I know that the problem is not my level of 

performance. If I had used my spare time to serve coffee at Tim Hortons, instead of running a 

social media campaign, I would have made approximately $2,000 CAD. That is more than twice 

the amount of money that I spent on my album release. 

I don’t want to prevent you from running a campaign yourself; I actually encourage you to do so.  

But be aware that said campaign will be fruitless if you don’t already have a vibrant and engaged 

fan base. Friends are not fans, and, therefore, are unlikely to become faithful audience members. 

The Costs of Putting on a Release Show 
If you have been around the music scene for a while, you will know that making music costs 

time and money. Release concerts in particular are notorious for sucking at your finances. 

My first intention was to give a great show; a spectacle of sound, a celebration of that long artsy 

process that started over six years ago when I picked up my first guitar, and culminated in a 

beautiful acoustic album. 

I wanted control over the venue, so as to eliminate the random drunk hobos and hecklers, and 

make the show enjoyable for its entire audience. That obviously meant I had to pay to rent the 

venue, and it took me a month to find one that was relatively cheap, yet big enough for 50 to 100 



people, which was my expected attendance level at the time. 

After considerations of various schedules and prices, I booked a Sunday afternoon at the Royal 

Canadian Legion. It was cheap, available, child-friendly, and situated in a great location. Calgary 

downtown is easily accessible via public transportation, and the afternoon time slot enabled 

parents with children of any age to attend, and still be home early enough to get plenty of sleep 

for the upcoming workweek. That particular Sunday did not conflict with any concerts, 

conferences, or grand celebrations; I checked for everything! 

 

Goemon5 performing at the Royal Canadian Legion. 

Of course, people found excuses anyway. “I thought it was in the evening,” “I did not find a 

parking spot,” and “I worked that Sunday” are some of my favorites. We determined above that 

most people are full of horse manure, so these lame excuses are no longer surprising. 

Also, vivid: “I need to clean my apartment.” OCDs are on the rise, so you can’t actually argue 

against such a notion without sacrificing your political correctness. Again (and I know you are 

getting as bored of this as the literal cat on the lone apple tree), the more personal interaction you 

have with a person, the greater his or her efforts to make it to your show. 

Instead of renting the Legion for $360, I could also have had the Red Bush Theatre for $75. That 

would have sufficed for the meager turnout that my concert gained, but you don’t know that 

beforehand, do you? 

No matter how much upfront support you are promised, I strongly recommend that you count on 

an audience number that is about twice as high as that of your regular shows. That approach will 

prevent you from booking a venue that you can then only fill to 5%. 



If your venue of choice does not have a sound system, you need to rent or borrow one. My friend 

Jonathan has a good sound board, and he himself is a very capable sound manager, so I spared 

myself a couple of big bills in that regard.  

Similarly, L&M has relatively low overnight rental rates for sound and lighting equipment. Two 

huge speakers with stands and cables cost about $40, and my lighting technician asked for a 

separate investment of $50. We also “lost” one cable at the end of the show, and had to pay $30 

for it, so including rental insurance I paid approximately $130 for equipment. That part went 

pretty well. 

Now we get to the beefy bit. My idea of a concert requires musicians. Unfortunately, not all of 

the musicians that I wanted to play with were good friends of mine, so I actually had to be 

prepared to pay. I will spare you the gruesome details and will only talk about the costliest 

chunk. 

My violinist of choice got sick just before the show, so I needed to hire one. The violinist that I 

was referred to argued that, considering she only had one week to practice, she would need $200 

to commit to the concert. I didn’t have much choice in the matter and ate the costs. 

But even that is a relatively mild investment, compared to the other item on the same check. My 

original violinist requested sheet music of her parts. Apparently classically trained violinists 

don’t like to improvise onstage, so I had to hire someone to transcribe all of the violin parts from 

those four songs on the album into notes on paper. 

Oddly enough, such service is not available for free, so I spent another $400 just to make my 

fiddler happy. Had I known that transcriptions are so expensive (you only get the bill after the 

work is finished), I would have rejected the request of my original violinist, and instead I would 

have hired a fiddler who was willing to play a spontaneous improvisation on the theme. 

Please note that no one else on stage replayed the album sound, and I personally prefer a 

rehearsed improvisation over a sight-reading concerto. Anyway, I paid $600 for just one 

instrument.  

Whether you want to spend that amount on your release is up to you, but you really want to 

consider carefully how much a particular instrument part is worth to you. 

The more elaborate you want your concert to be, the more money and time you should be 

prepared to invest. Ideally you will have a budget. It is not generally a good feeling to be 

constrained by one’s finances, but it really is good to have some numbers to work with. 

After the disastrous outcome of my album campaign, I had virtually no expectations towards my 

release concert, and therefore I did not prepare a budget for it. I had a few thousand dollars in my 

bank account, so I was able to pay all the necessary costs upfront. That also meant I did not need 

to make any money with the show, which was great, because I didn’t. Without talking details, I 

made approximately $210 at the door, which translates to a net production cost of about $850 

CAD for the whole concert. 



What way is the right way? 

In hindsight, I would have made many of my decisions differently. I would have booked a 

smaller venue, maybe even a bar, so as to pay less or even no money for the venue itself. I would 

have drastically changed the violin booking, or just rejected it completely. The violin remains 

one of my favorite instruments, but whether it’s worth $600 for four songs is an important 

question that you should tackle long before the show. For myself it was worthwhile, but my 10 

paying attendees may not have missed the violin, if I had just cut it out. 

What you should always remember is that this show is primarily yours. Not all of your friends 

will attend – not every attendant may even be happy. That is just life – you cannot please 

everyone! Don’t let that distract you from being the awesome musician that you want to be. 

Don’t dwell on the disappointing details. Instead, commemorate the great stage moments that 

you undoubtedly have during your concert. 

Your own thought process probably differs from mine, but you should ask yourself “just how 

good is ‘good enough’ for my audience, and how much money do I want to invest, considering 

that this concert probably won’t make its money back?” It is usually more rewarding to plan a 

minimalist show, celebrate a small success, and grow your efforts from there 

Broken City Calgary (Not to Be Confused with The Venue of The Same Name) 
Much of this chapter may read like a hate tirade against all of my false friends, which really is 

awfully close to the truth. It is, however, also a word of advice, and a very wordy opening for my 

testament on Calgary’s music scene. 

Calgary is a broken city; that is no longer a secret. This city has a vibrant arts community, but 

sadly the latter mostly acts as its own benefactor. 

Whenever any of my musical friends organizes a show, I try to attend it, and the majority of 

audience members that I see at those events are other artists. The communities of Money and Art 

very rarely overlap in Calgary, and I know few Calgarians who are able to support their music 

through their music. 

My friend Tash actually confronted me on this issue, claiming that this was just part of a greater 

reality. Even though Tash play in two genuinely great bands AND has a neat solo career she 

cannot support her sparse music expenses with her musical earnings. However, I know for a fact 

that musician in Vancouver or Montreal are much more able to write, play, and record music 

without paying for it through a regular job. So, your environment very much matters for your 

career outlook. 

In order to create a successful show, you need to gather sustained support from an audience that: 

is a) willing and able to part with money in exchange for entertainment, and b) prepared to attend 

your concert, despite the tragedy of having to move one’s own body through the door frame. I 

know, that sounds like a rather minor investment. But how often did you sit through a sleep-

inducing commercial break, even though your supply of movie munchies was already 



depleated?! 

Gaining the support of those people takes years, if not decades. That is why I won’t try for that 

support anymore, at least not in Calgary. I attended hundreds of open mics, went to dozens of 

album release concerts and other shows, shot photos and videos at those shows, and used those 

images to promote later concerts. Barely any of the many artists that I supported over the past 

five years has made any effort to return those favors. 

After spending five years on Calgary’s stages, I have grown tired of the lies, the ignorance, the 

false sympathy, and the selfishness. I won’t spend any more time on the arts community of this 

city. Beyond the friends I have made my investment has not actually paid off. 

If I want to play a show without audience, I can do so in my living room. If I long for an unpaid 

show in front of a drunk and inattentive crowd, I can play an open mic or go busking downtown. 

Wait, the latter actually involves payment. It is true, I have made more money through busking 

than I ever made playing at venues in Calgary. 

I continue to love and make music. Maybe I will even make love to the music, but that is none of 

your business. However, I won’t put any more effort into building a “Calgary fan base”. I have 

tried for five years; my hands are worn, but still empty. 

Don’t pay heed to people who continuously ask you to visit that one place, that one website, one 

jam, one venue, event, or community that will change EVERYTHING. It does not exist. If the 

muse does not pick you, you will have to work for it. 

It takes decades of dedicated labor or a big bag of luck to get your art the attention that it 

deserves (or a sex scandal with a politician, but that option is not available to everyone). 

So, get on with it – start building your audience – one dedicated listener at a time. Try to interact 

with every person who seems interested in your art. And if you know that you made yourself 

memorable, personally invite them to your show. Remind them when the day draws near – drop 

the information in any art-related conversations, even by “accidentally” losing a flyer, if you 

must. 

Just don’t use your immediate environment as your primary resource. Go out and explore the 

world. If you don’t have a huge supporting fan community, don’t organize big shows. Keep it 

small and simple. Just you and your three best musician friends, on a pretty little stage, on one 

bill with two other bands, in a venue that regularly showcases music. 

If you only get two fans to show up, you still have the six fans of the other bands to keep you 

company. And should you actually sell the place out, you can book a bigger show next time. 

Live and learn. Grow and sustain. Baby steps, and all in good measure. 

In sincerely thank all of my true friends who have walked this path of inner development with 

me, and I wish all of you the best of luck for acquiring recognition in your personal musical 

space. 



Key Lessons: 
• It’s worth celebrating the release of your album with a CD release party. 

• Preparing for an event that nobody shows up to can be costly and emotionally draining. 

• No matter how many personal invites you send, and how much marketing you do, it does 

not guarantee an audience at your CD release. 

• Your friends are not your fans – I have found this to be especially true if your friends are 

musicians. It’s important to understand that most musicians prefer to be playing their own 

show, unless you’re the reason they started playing music to begin with. 

• If you’ve hired session musicians to play at your CD release concert, encourage them to 

promote and share the event. It shouldn’t be any skin off their backs, and if it is, you 

probably shouldn’t have hired them in the first place. 

• Social media campaigns won’t do you much good unless you already have an engaged 

fan base – I agree with this notion. It’s not just about numbers either – it’s about 

engagement. 

• Packing out a smaller venue is easier than filling a bigger one. Plus, when a venue is 

packed, people tend to go, “wow, this artist must be really good!” 

• Cost is an important consideration when putting on a CD release show. Budget for it, and 

if possible, come up with a plan for how you can profit from it. You’ll feel much better 

after the fact if you make a bit of money, or even just break even. 

• Location can affect attendance at your release show – positively or negatively. Research 

and think about the kind of show people tend to go to in your locality, and if possible, try 

to cater your performance to their tastes. 

• If you’re going to give to others, and not share your expectations with them, give without 

expecting anything in return. Otherwise, you may be setting yourself up for 

disappointment. 

• There is no magic bullet for putting on a successful release show – I wholeheartedly 

agree with this sentiment. 

Afterthoughts: 
Goemon’s assessment of Calgary’s music scene is somewhat bleak, admittedly, but it 

nonetheless represents the thoughts of many a musician that’s tried and failed to achieve the 

results they had hoped for with their release show. 

I would encourage you to hold release shows anyway – they represent a great way to spread the 

news about your album. You’ll also gain a lot of valuable experience, both on the promotion and 

the performance side of things. 

At my first CD release show, about 30 people attended. Between ticket and CD sales, I made a 

small profit. I paid my opener and band members an honorarium. I was happy about that. 

My book launch party was similarly attended. Only people who personally knew me or had a 

desire to support me showed up. I thought there might be a little bit of spillover with friends of 

friends, or fans of the musicians performing that night, but alas, that was just wishful thinking. 



Even people who happened to be at the venue for other reasons soon filed out as we got the event 

in motion. 

In the grand scheme of things, if you’re a new artist putting on a CD release show, your first 

show may not turn out to be quite the extravaganza you’d imagined. Again, that’s okay. 

If you’re still in high school, you might be able to draw a sizable crowd. But you’re probably 

inexperienced, so your first album likely isn’t a shining example of musical genius. There are 

exceptions, of course, but for the most part, artists booking a release show for the first time aren’t 

going to stir up mass hysteria. 

Focusing on the wrong things can get you down. So, here’s what you should concentrate on: 

Your performance.  

This is a variable you can control, because it’s up to you how much you practice and prepare for 

your release show. The better your performance, the better chance people will come away feeling 

like it was a great night. Then, they’ll spread the word about you. And then, there will be more 

people at the next performance.  

So, no matter how many people show up, if you deliver the best performance possible, no one 

can fault you for giving your best. 

If I were you, I would study Live Music Production, because how you present yourself onstage 

can play a huge part in how people perceive your performance, and even if your show is far from 

pitch-perfect, if you do the right stage moves and engage the audience with humor and banter, 

you can still have a great show. 

Here are a few articles about Live Music Production you can peruse at your own leisure (the real 

expert on the subject is Tom Jackson): 

• Live Music Producer – Yay or Nay? 

• Putting Tom Jackson’s Suggestions to Use 

• Live Music Production Techniques Will Take Your Live Performance to the Next Level 

• You can also pay what you want for the original 150+ episodes of DAWCast: Music 

Entrepreneurship, my first podcast. It features an interview with Kevin Pauls on the 

subject of live music production. 

Most of all, understand that it takes time to look and sound great onstage. There is no teacher like 

experience. So, if you’re displeased with your most recent performance, push through that, and 

force yourself to keep getting out there. You will get better. 

Study yourself. Record your performances and listen back, or even watch yourself on video. 

You’ll learn a lot. Then, you can keep tweaking until it looks and feels right. 

 

http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/live-music-producer-yea_or_nay/
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/putting-tom-jacksons-suggestions-to-use/
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/live-music-production-techniques-will-take-live-performance-next-level/
https://gum.co/DNwvu


Chapter 10: Selling Your Release 
Hey, it’s David again. I hope you’ve been enjoying your read to this point. 

With all the information you’ve just consumed, I don’t want to keep you too much longer. 

You’ve probably learned a lot, and your mind is full of possibilities. Maybe you’ve even started 

creating a plan for your next release – if so, good on you! 

But I also didn’t want to leave you hanging. An album release party is a good way to generate a 

bit of buzz for your release, but not enough to encourage ongoing interest and sales. 

What I’m about to share with you is a method for selling your music. If you treat it with the 

respect it deserves, I have no reason to think you won’t begin making more sales. 

No methodology assures success, but personally, I think it’s better to have a system than no 

system at all, because if you have one, and it doesn’t work, you can always tweak it and adjust it 

later. But if you don’t have one, you’ll be shooting in the dark. You’ll have no idea what to do or 

when. 

I’m not going to go into a lot of depth with this methodology here, because we’ve already 

covered a lot of material. But if you just do these things and stick with them over the long haul, 

you’ll be way ahead of most artists who don’t have a strategy. 

Your Online Marketing Plan 
Here’s your online marketing plan (and, as a bonus, I’ve shared a little bit about what to do 

offline too). If you follow it, and keep adjusting based on what works, you will see good things 

happen. If you bail, or lose momentum, selling your music will prove an uphill battle. 

Step #1 –  Build Your Website 

You need a website, plain and simple. And no, it can’t be a Bandcamp or Facebook page. 

Register a dot-com domain name using your artist or band name (i.e. yourartistname.com). If it’s 

taken, either you haven’t done your research, or you may want to consider alternatives. 

If you’re not terribly tech-savvy, then there are two tools I recommend for building your site: 

• Squarespace 

• Bandzoogle 

No, I do not recommend any other providers, for a lot of reasons I don’t care to go into here. 

If you don’t mind stretching your tech muscle, then a self-hosted WordPress site is what you 

want. 

https://www.squarespace.com/
https://bandzoogle.com/


These days, I’m using Namecheap to register domains, and DreamHost for web hosting. I won’t 

lie – I often change my mind about hosting providers, but for the time being, I like DreamHost. 

You can find my latest recommendation at The Music Entrepreneur HQ (usually on the products 

page). 

Also note: you can usually register domain names with whatever hosting provider you use. This 

can make your life a lot easier than registering your domain names elsewhere. 

Step #2 –  Set Up Your Social Media Accounts 

Here are the four most critical sites to sign up for as a musician (as of January 2018): 

• Facebook 

• Instagram 

• Twitter 

• YouTube 

I’m not here to debate, so if you disagree, or if you want to add other social networks to your list, 

be my guest. 

But trust me – it’s hard enough to build up your marketing fluency on one platform, let alone 

four. They all take practice. 

If possible, register with the same username on all sites. 

Step #3 –  Set Up Your Email List 

You need an email list. Please don’t argue with me on this. It will become your number one 

driver of revenue if you do it right. Believe me. 

So, sign up with MailChimp right away. It’s free until your subscriber list grows beyond 2,000. 

Go ahead, this eBook will still be here for you after you’ve created your MailChimp account. 

Great. Now, put signup forms on every page of your website. Yes, every page. You can use the 

header, sidebar, footer, whatever feels right to you.  

Collect email addresses at every show you play. Heck, if you strike up a conversation with 

someone at Starbucks, and you get along, ask them for their email. 

Add all emails you get (note: you must have permission, so get it) to your MailChimp list. 

Step #4 –  Distribute Your Music 

You need to distribute your album digitally (i.e. get it onto iTunes, Spotify, Amazon, etc.). My 

number one recommendation for this is CD Baby, because they will make your life easy. Just 

sign up with them and follow the steps they give you. You should also know there is a small cost 

associated with distribution. 

https://www.namecheap.com/
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/dreamhost
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/featured-products/
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/featured-products/
https://mailchimp.com/
https://members.cdbaby.com/


I will suggest a couple of alternatives, just in case: 

• DistroKid: what’s cool about DistroKid is that you can pay a one-time fee to distribute as 

much music as you want in a 12-month period. Awesome if you’re prolific. 

• Ditto Music: they’ll get your music out to more stores and streaming sites than most. 

They also let you release as much music as you want for $19 per year. 

Step #5 –  Develop a Publishing Plan for Your Website & Social Channels 

Okay, there’s one more thing to set up before we really get to selling, and that’s your publishing 

plan. 

This process is a bit painful, to be fair, but you won’t have to do it twice, so stay with me here. 

You can write these details down on a piece of paper, jot them down in a journal, save them in 

Evernote or Google Drive, whatever you want. 

Here’s what you’ll need to do: 

1. Publish a new blog post, podcast episode, or video to your website weekly. Video is best 

these days (you can embed your YouTube videos on your blog), but whatever works for 

you. 

2. Email your newsletter subscribers once per week. 

3. Share something new on your Facebook profile(s), group(s), and page(s) two to three 

times per day, if not more. 

4. Share something new on Instagram (photo or video) two to three times per day, if not 

more. 

5. Share something new on Twitter six to nine times per day, if not more. 

6. Upload a new video to YouTube once per month, preferably once per week, if not more. 

That’s it. You can repurpose content, share snippets of your lyrics, post segments of your videos 

on Instagram, tease the same release for 18 months, repeat updates (just avoid duplicate content), 

or what have you. Just create a plan and stick to it. 

Also, use Hootsuite to manage your social media accounts and schedule out posts. It can be hard 

to be on social media all the time, so you may as well automate what you can. 

Then, don’t forget to engage your audience. If they talk to you, talk to them. Have a real 

conversation. Follow people that interest you. 

As content ideas come to you, write them down on your piece of paper, in your journal, or in the 

Evernote or Google Drive document you’ve already created. 

Step #6 –  Publish! 

https://distrokid.com/
https://www.dittomusic.com/#musicentrepreneurhq
https://hootsuite.com/


With steps #1 through #5 complete, there’s only one thing left to do. You’ll be glad to know you 

won’t have to repeat those steps again (except for step #4 when you have more releases to add to 

your catalog). 

What I need you to do now is publish based on the schedule you just created. I need you to 

stick to that schedule no matter what happens.  

If you play a gig on Sunday night, drink way too much, and wake up hungover Monday morning, 

and you’re supposed to put out a video that day, I still need you to keep to your publishing 

schedule. I don’t care if it’s just an iPhone video of you explaining to your viewers why you’re 

not feeling well enough to put together a proper video. 

As well, I need you to publish with one of three goals in mind. Always: 

1. Drive traffic to your website. 

2. Get people to sign up for your email list. 

3. Sell your music. 

Every piece of content you create needs a call to action. Tell people what to do after they’ve 

consumed your content. But first, create content that’s worth consuming. 

Final Thoughts 
That’s it! If you just follow the above plan, make music, play shows, and build connections, 

you’ll keep selling more music. 

No, nothing big will happen overnight. But if you stick with it over the course of five, 10, or 20 

years, you could have an amazing career (though technology and best practices will continue to 

change, which is why I keep sharing new insights at The Music Entrepreneur HQ). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 
You’ve now learned the ins and outs of recording, promoting, and selling your music release. 

There’s so much more that could be said on this topic. But between Goemon and I, I think we 

covered the gamut. There aren’t too many stones we left unturned. 

So, at this point, I’m going to take a page from my own book and make a few recommendations. 

First, you should be aware that there’s a lot of great free content on my blog/podcast at The 

Music Entrepreneur HQ. I invite you to drop by at any time to continue your learning journey. 

Second, if you have any questions, you can direct them to: david@dawcast.com. I would be 

happy to point you in the right direction. 

Third, if you’re looking for a comprehensive marketing plan for your music career, I’m going to 

suggest picking up a copy of my first book, The New Music Industry: Adapting, Growing, and 

Thriving in The Information Age. As my friend, CEO & Founder of Music Revolt, Scott Kirby 

said, “...if he hasn’t written about it in this excellent book, it’s close to useless or not in 

existence.” That’s some high praise. 

Finally, I’m going to encourage you to check out Goemon5’s website, as he is the primary author 

of this work, and credit must be given where it’s due. Go on over to his website and thank him 

for sharing his journey with you and being vulnerable in the process. 

So, there you have it. I look forward to talking more with you. 

Blessings, 

David Andrew Wiebe 

CEO & Founder of The Music Entrepreneur HQ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/about/archives/
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/about/archives/
mailto:david@dawcast.com
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/the-new-music-industry-adapting-growing-and-thriving-in-the-information-age/
http://www.musicentrepreneurhq.com/the-new-music-industry-adapting-growing-and-thriving-in-the-information-age/
http://goemon5.com/


Thank You for Reading! 
 

This guide was written by Goemon5 & David Andrew Wiebe for The Music Entrepreneur HQ. 

 

It was designed by David Andrew Wiebe. 

 

Its contents are © 2018 Red Flame, David Andrew Wiebe, and Goemon5. 


