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introduction
When You Wish Upon a Star

SO YO, YOU WANNA BE A STAR, RIGHT? You want to be riding the top of the charts. You want to be cruising in limos with screaming fans jumping on the hood. You want five-star hotels. The bling bling. The hot celebrity life. You want this bad, don’t you?

So let’s do this.

Since I became a judge on American Idol, people constantly ask me about success. “My daughter has a terrific voice. How can I help her make it to the top?” “I believe I have what it takes to be a star. How do I get noticed?” “I’ve always wanted to be in the music business. What’s the best way to get started?”

Everybody thinks it’s a snap. They think it’s the easiest thing in the world to be a singer. They say to me, “Yo, you know, it doesn’t seem like it’s really that hard. I used to sing in the choir in high school.”

Oh, really, because you sang in the choir in high school, you think you’ve got what it takes to become a superstar? That’s how delusional people can be.

As a kid, I went fishing a lot and cleaned the fish with a knife like nobody could. Does that make me a surgeon? You don’t see me in the operating room. Yo, you don’t see me trying to fly the space shuttle!

If that sounds ridiculous to you, well, that’s the way people sound to me.

Crazy.

I see it all the time in my everyday life and especially on American Idol. People show up from all walks of life with absolutely no talent. They stand before me and the other two judges, Paula Abdul and Simon Cowell, and attempt to sing. And guess what? They never get through the first round. But they believe, somehow, that they’ve got what it takes.

I’m going to keep it real with you. No lies. No sugarcoating it. If you think you really, truly have what it takes to be the next Mariah Carey, Justin Timberlake, Michael Jackson, Elvis or American Idol winners Kelly Clarkson or Ruben Studdard, then I’ll tell you how to find out if you’ve got “it,” how to maximize whatever “itness” you may already have and how to use it to realize your dreams.

In Idol 2, Simon said that Keith from Atlanta was possibly the worst singer in the known world when he warbled the sorriest rendition of “Like a Virgin” we ever heard. He couldn’t sing. He was tone deaf. He wouldn’t know a note if somebody sent one to him. And yet he had the audacity to come and audition for what is one of the greatest talent shows ever. He was completely delusional.

Before he ever came to see us, he needed someone to keep it real with him. And so do you. I’m sure if you’re reading this book, your friends and family have probably told you, “Yo, you know, you’ve got a dope voice. You should do something with that voice. That voice is so hot.” That’s the thing you hear about all the time.

Well, sorry, but you can’t listen to your friends and family when it comes to this. Unless they’re giving voice lessons to Christina Aguilera or Norah Jones, they’re not experts in the music department. They’re not going to keep it real with you. They’re not going to diss you to your face and tell you that you’re terrible. In fact, very few people are going to keep it real with you.

But I will.

The music industry is one of the most competitive in the world. Making it is harder than ever. Big business has taken over. It’s a tough economy. Companies are not spending as much money as they used to. The music industry is in a slump.

Trying to break in? Good luck. It’s harder than ever to get record companies to sign a new artist with no track record even though the business today is 50 times larger than it was in the late sixties and seventies—which I think was the most creative time in the history of music, ever. Music that we’re still learning from today. Motown. Sly and the Family Stone. The Beatles. Led Zeppelin. Jimi Hendrix. Janis Joplin. Aretha Franklin. Frank Sinatra. Nat King Cole. John Coltrane. Miles Davis. Charlie Parker. Nancy Wilson. These are just some of the legends whose music exploded during this time. This is a short list of folks you want to emulate. What you want to aspire to. The greatest of the greats.

And for those of you who tune in to American Idol, you can see that making it on that show is no easy feat, either.

Does all this sound crazy to you? Well, it is.

But this is where I come in. I am going to help you understand how to get through this maze and realize your dreams.

The one thing that hasn’t changed since the beginning of the music industry is this: Talent will take you everywhere. The record industry is always looking for new, talented people and great songs. Those are the great equalizers.

People often ask me, “Would the Beatles have made it today?” Well, yeah, because they had talent and great songs.

From my days playing neighborhood block parties in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and out-of-the-way jazz clubs across the country to producing and writing songs on Mariah Carey’s latest album, Charmbracelet, I know what it takes to succeed—and fail—in this business.

In my 25-plus years as a Grammy Award-winning producer, musician, performer, songwriter, record exec, manager, teacher and, of course, American Idol judge, I’ve worked on more than a thousand gold and multi-platinum albums with some of the biggest stars of our time. People like Mariah Carey, Madonna, Elton John, Celine Dion, Whitney Houston, Aretha Franklin, Bon Jovi, Billy Joel, *NSYNC and Destiny’s Child.

In my career in the music business and on Idol, I’m responsible for trying to discover new talent, so I know firsthand, better than I’ve ever known, what it takes to make it big. When I played onstage and on records with Bruce Springsteen, Journey and Bob Dylan, among others, I hadto learn quickly what to do—and what not to do—and it’s this into I’m going to pass on to you.

In this book, I’m going to help you figure out if you have “it” and how to use it if you think you’ve got it. I’ll tell you how to find the right teacher and what you should be learning if you want to go all the way in this business. I’ll help you find your musical style and explain how it can mean the difference between scoring a record deal or not. Are you more of a 50 Cent or a Christina Aguilera?

I’ll give you the lowdown on how to find a band to sing or play with and how to use the tools of the trade to make the most of your sound. I’ll make suggestions on how to get your look together. You don’t want to show up at an audition looking exactly like Pink or P. Diddy, but you don’t want to look like a librarian, either. I’ll share tricks of the trade on making a demo that the industry will pay attention to. I’ll tell you how to score the all-important record deal, whether or not you should Idol and, most important, how to stay true to yourself.

Whether your musical style is hip-hop, rock, pop, country, alternative or any other type of music, these suggestions apply to you if you want to become a superstar in this business.

Understand, this book is no magic wand. This is meant to be a basic guide to get you up and running the right way or to give you a jump start if you’re having trouble along the way. Reading it does not guarantee that you will be opening up the next MTV Music Awards with Britney, Madonna and Christina. But it will teach you what you need to know to break in, polish your craft and hang in there for the long haul. In other words, get it crackin'.

You often hear me say on Idol and elsewhere, “What’s up, Dawg?” Sometimes it means, “Hey. How are you?” Other times it means, “What were you thinking?” or “Yo, what’s wrong with you. You should know better. Why are you acting like that?” It can also mean, “Wow, you got game.”

You have to live in reality, as I like to say. If I’m being honest with you, you have to be honest with yourself. As you read this book and as you make your way through your career, you may want to ask yourself, “What’s up, Dawg?”

We’re going to take this little journey to see if you have what it takes to get in the game and move on to the next level. And if you do, I’ll be there along the way, cheering you along and coaching you through it. I might be yelling and screaming, but it’s going to be hot.

So let’s see, Dawg, if you’ve got “What’s up?”
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