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Suggestions from Steve:  #53

Style versus Substance

In the 'image-conscious' world of the music industry and much of the entertainment field for that matter, there is a great deal of both peer and internal pressure to be flamboyant and to reflect an 'ultra-flashy' or 'ultra-trashy'  persona.  In essence, it is frequently suggested that you should flaunt your image at all costs in hopes that your audience(s) will appreciate your "style."  Does this scenario sound like you or your band? 

Many years ago when I was a young jazz musician in Los Angeles, I too, became very influenced by the image-conscious world of the recording business.  Although my first priority was always creating substantive and innovative music, I became enamored with the so-called 'glamour and glitz' of Hollywood--not unusual for an impressionable twenty-two-year-old person.  Looking back on those days, I certainly can see how obsessed I was with creating a compelling 'image' for myself.  It all seems rather naive, yet ludicrous now, but many musical entertainers never mature beyond the superficial facade they've created for themselves.  In fact, I feel as though the preoccupation with style often interferes with substance, or at the very least, sends a mixed signal to the audience.  Frequently, possessing an enviable image is equated with being 'popular,' but that doesn't always mean that you have substance.  It takes more than looking or acting a certain way to have 'true substance', as substance is developed over time and reflects a certain depth of knowledge and skill that one possesses.

Generally speaking, substance is superior to someone who only projects an 'external' style (image; clothing; attitude; histrionics).  We have seen, however, that certain television shows, record companies, etc., have many times promoted an artist(s) with style over an artist(s) with substance.  The reason for this, is that it is sometimes easier to be 'impressed' with someone who has an attractive or controversial image versus someone that has true artistic depth.  If audiences (consumers) are willing to 'buy the image,' then the company makes money on that particular artist--good old capitalism at work.  Unfortunately, I can think of innumerable musical artists in all genres that project and possess far more style than substance.  As a serious musical artist, I am dismayed that so many consumers and companies seem to prefer the superficial artists' that are glitzy (bling-bling); 'emo' (angst-ridden); screamers/screechers; seductive and rappin'/jive-in'.  There was a time in music, when popular artists had style and substance such as Louis Armstrong; Gene Krupa; Duke Ellington; Frank Sinatra; Dizzy Gillespie; Miles Davis; Elvis Presley; Buddy Holly; The Beatles; James Taylor; Simon and Garfunkel; Bob Dylan; Bruce Springsteen; etc., to name just a few.  Have we lost our 'musical compass' as it were?  Do most of us even know what constitutes good or great music anymore?  I'm really not sure.  When the mass-media marketers promote certain images to the average consumer, we are inundated with what they want us to see and hear.  After awhile, those images of the various musicians are interpreted as artists' who must be good, because the 'great myth' is that only worthwhile people receive that much publicity.  In reality, the media has been instrumental in bamboozling the public--not something to be proud of in my estimation.

Perhaps one day, things will change, and there will be a greater awareness, recognition and acceptance of those musicians who first and foremost, have an abundance of musical substance.  If they also have a compelling image, so be it.  I look forward to the day when we once again, appreciate music on a deeper and more profound level, which will be created by the talented artists' in our society.
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