Rethinking the music producer’s roles in Kenya: The nexus between the recording artist, sound engineer and the listener.

Abstract
Kenya is among the many countries in the world that is flooded with amateur producers producing amateur content which have hardly gained entry to top world music charts. This is mostly attributed to technological advances and more so the introduction of Digital Audio Workstation (DAW), a computer based software that is able to record, edit, mix and master music. DAW has brought about the rise of home studios which are relatively cheap to set up hence, asEisenberg (2015) notes, has created a wide range of creative actors, some of whom have little background in music beyond that of an avid listener, thus flooding the recording industry with amateur records. 
The role of a music producer as identified by Pras and Guastavino (2011) is to provide ‘artistic direction of the project’ while that of a sound engineer is ‘to make appropriate sound choices by taking into consideration the musicians’ requests’.These roles however have shifted resulting to amateur content that hardly gain popularity. The popularity of the produced contentmajorly depends on the listeners’ views.
This paper therefore seeks to examine the ideal roles of the music production actors in the recording industry as stated by Pras and Guastavino (2011) vis-à-vis their actual roles in recording industry in Kenya. The music actors, as perceived in Kenya, will be interviewed with the view of documenting their actual roles. This will aid in identifying the gaps in the Kenyan recording industry that will eventually inform quality production of music. The research will be guided by the following questions: what is the role of a music producer in Kenya? What is the role of a sound engineer in Kenya? What are the artists’ sentiments towards the music producers and sound engineers?  Musicproducers and sound engineers will be interviewed to ascertain their actual roles.  Recording artists will also be interviewed to ascertain their exact place during the recording exercise. The choice of these participants will be based on their perceived popularity status and financial break through. This research is significant because it gives insights in the following gap areas in music production industry in Kenya: a) the current roles of the music producer and the sound engineers in Kenya vis a vis their ideal roles b)What roles are the institutions offering music production courses especially Kabarak University School of Music and Performing Arts play towards achieving critical success and commercial success?
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Introduction 
The introduction of a record company in Kenya in 1948, the Jambo Records which was later on changed to East African Sound Studios Ltd in 1952, opened doors to musicians not only in Kenya but across the African continent. Nairobi, according to Eisenberg (2015), soon became the ‘regional hub for the commercial popular music production’. The 1960s was characterized by guitar driven musical styles such as twisti, rumba and benga. A hit twisti, rumba, or benga single could move tens of thousands, sometimes even hundreds of thousands, of records (Stapleton and May 1987:272). The 1970s saw a great transformation in the Kenya scene with the entry of Columbia Records (CBS), now a label of Sony Music Entertainment and PolyGram, now part of Universal Music Group. With the state of the art 16 multi-track recording studio situated in the downtown, Nairobi, the CBS records Kenya was to be responsible for all the CBS release in the region and planned to sign, record and develop local artists as observed by Adam White in the Billboard Magazine 1979.

The excitement as captured by White (1979) never lasted for more than a decade as piracy, corruption and incompetence took root. Nyairo (2004) attributed this downfall to the introduction of cassettes. Graham notes that the ease of reproducing music on cassettes and proliferation of battery cassette players not only undermined professional musicians but also flooded the market with cheap copies of western records. By the 1990s, all the multinational recording companies had pulled out of the Kenyan market leading to the development of the local recording studios such as Tamasha Productions and A.I. Records. More independent studios developed at the Nairobi River Road and other major towns in Kenya.

With all these developments in the recording industry in Kenya, not much was happening in training local producers, sound engineers and the recording artists. In fact with the introduction of Digital Audio Workstation (DAW), a computer based software that is able to record, edit, mix and master music, ‘a wide range of creative actors, some of whom have little background in music beyond that of an avid listener, to enter into musical production’ (Eisenberg 2015:9) have flooded the recording industry. This greatly affected the music production industry as ‘musicians tend to produce their music themselves in home studios, without necessarily collaborating with a professional producer or a sound engineer (Pras and Guastavino 2011:1). What are the roles of the music producers and sound engineers towards propelling artists in realizing their dreams in Kenya? What roles are the institutions offering music production courses especially Kabarak University School of Music and Performing Arts play towards achieving critical success and commercial success?
Music producer as a nexus
The term ‘nexus’ as defined by Cambridge Online Dictionary means ‘an important connection between the parts of a system or a group of things’. Without the connection, the system will not be functional. A music producer is that connection between three key musical actors; the artist, the sound engineer and the listener. Pras and Guastavino (2011) identified this connection by providing the overall role of a music producer as the one who provide artistic direction of the project which will lead to, as Howlett (2012) notes, satisfactory outcome that satisfy both commercial and critical success. The artist and the sound engineer provide the critical success whereas the listener will inform the commercial success. This is summarized in the diagram 1.1 below.

Diagram 1.1 showing music producer as a nexus between the critical success and commercial success.

To achieve this satisfactory outcome, the music producer must possess critical qualities among them are; talented musician, creative person, managerial skills, psychologist and mediator.
Music producer must be a talented musician who is able to sit down together with the artist and the musicians to come up with proper arrangements of the music project. Michael Jackson’s success is greatly attributed to one talented music producer Quincy Jones who was a great music composer, trumpeter and a jazz arranger. Jones was involved as not only the overall producer of the Michael Jackson’s albumThriller in 1982 but also as acomposer, arranger of rhythms and vocals. Thriller became the first album to generate seven Top Ten hits on the Billboard Hot 100 in 1984. It’s also worth noting that Jones not only produced music for Michael Jackson but also other top artists Celine Dion,  Aretha Franklin and many other  artists making him the most Grammy-nominated artist in history with 79 nominations and 27 wins according to biography website 
Music producer must be creative while respecting the socio-cultural references of the music, Holwett (2012:75). A good producer turna music concept and into reality. According to Levinson 2018 creativity is a process that involves everything from generating ideas and assembling the right team to seeing the project through to the final stages of production. These creative ideas involve critical listening whichalso involves experimentation. The producer should be able to hear socio-cultural vibrations as ‘music creation cannot be separated from the culture of musicians and composers who constitute the project’, Howlett (2012:74). This therefore means a music producer must have ‘good ears’ in order to pick up these vibrations.Dr. Dre, a rapper and a music producer enjoyed success as a solo act and worked with Snoop Dogg, Eminem and 50 Cent. According to biography website, Dr. Dre hit the top of the hip-hop charts with The Chronic on Death Row Records in 1992 making a new era for a producer known for his creativity.
The management of recording project is key towards its success. This involves setting up a budget and staying within this budget to finish a recording project in a given time frame. The budget is always the producer’s responsibility, even though he or she may not have control over the choice of studio or which days the artist shows up Burgess (2013:88). Management of the key players; sound engineer, musicians, recording label and the artist is key towards the success of project. Branding, marketing and sales need to be managed well by a music producer. Successful marketing and sales of branded services are not intrinsically tied to price, but rather to perceived value, Burgess (2013:90). The target market informs a music producer on how to brand and market its final product, the end actually justifies its means.
The knowledge on human psychology is also key towards the success of a music project. Zagorski 2014 argues that the clarity about the nature of music- making both live and recorded is as important as clarity about the way the participants think and behave.Music producer should always know how to be part of the team.According to Blanco 2012 in an interviewwith sound of sound magazine noted that producing is all about making everyone feel comfortable and making them feel their ideas are worth. A good producer must therefore create a right ambience for the artist and other key actors.
Mediation is another key role of a music producer. Records companies and the recording artists need someone to stand in between. Music producer has the made to execute the record company’s vision and mission why also making sure that the artist’s needs are factored in. technological advances too are also factored in the recording project hence the producer needs to know how to make the technology work better for artist and the recording artist. These processes therefore requires the producer to have a mediation skills that will help in achieving the objectives and aspirations of the record company and the artist.
Conclusion

The quality production of the contemporary popular music aims for both critical success and commercial success. This is however never achievable as other factors such as culture, talent vis-à-vis education, genre of music among other factors play a key role. ‘Each (artist) requires a different approach, but there are universal working practices that typically make the recording process more enjoyable and successful (Burgess 2013:68). According to Burgess (2013), Quincy Jones and Bruce Swedien are celebrated music producer and sound engineer respectively in the world of popular music because they were the brains behind Michael Jackson’s great success. Through these actors, Michael Jackson was able to win many Grammys which earned him the title, The King of Pop Music.

The Kenya music industry is not different either. As Burgess argues, there are universal working practices that must be adhered to for one realize critic and commercial success. Universally, Billboard Music Awards and Grammy Awards have played a critical role with regard to quality production of music in the world and award musicians based on quality (measured mostly by popularity). By the year 2017, none of the Kenyan music artist had been nominated to the top world music awards, Billboard Awards or Grammy Awards. According to Burgess (2013:105), ‘a career in production can range from producing just one track to a lifetime of Grammy awards and platinum albums’. 
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