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One of the Weirdest Grammy Categorles

‘What happens before “The
envelope, please’? Internal
debate over nominations.

By ROB TANNENBAUM

Like every Grammy category, best rock
performance hasits own history, which also
sarves as ametaphor for the vagaries of the
annual music awards. Since 1979, when the
category was introduced, it has honored
great songs (Bob Segers “Against the
Wind") and greatly popular ones (Sur-
vivoe's “Eye of the Tiger™); it’s had repeat
winners (U2, saven times) and surprise
winners ( Bonnie Raitt and Delbert McClin-
ton, for a 1981 duvet). Three years ago, Imag-
ine Dragons won, even though David Bowie
and Led Zeppelin were also nominated,
which may have puzzled even Imagin2
Dragons.

But this time, when the five nominated
songs were announced by the Recording
Academy, some Grammy voters raised an
eyebrow: In addition to fairly straightfor-
ward nods for David Bowie and Twenty Ona
Filots, there was one for Beyoncé and two
for live TV broadcasts of songs that had al-
ready lost Grammy eligibility in their origi-
nal versions.

Disturbed, the veteran hard-rock band,
won a nomination for its dramatic perform-
ance of PaulSimon's “The Sound of Silence™
with & 15-piece orchestra on “Conan” in
March 2016; the rock-soul foursome Ala-
bama Shakes was nominated for “Joe”
which it recordedin October for the PBS se-
ries “Austin City Limits”

“1 was taken aback by those nomina-
tions,” said David Gorman, a Grammy voter
who won a best boxed recording package
award in 1997 as an art direcor of “Beg,
Scream & Shout! The Big OI' Box of '60s
Soul” “They scem like desperate attempts
to get in on a technicality, which I guess is
the new normal. But it’s not in the spirit of
what the award was created for” (Best rock
performance is an honor that gees to the
performing artist, n¢ the songwriter.)
Grammy nominations, Mr. Gonman addad,
are “a weird system that begs to be gamed,
in an industry that lives to game systems.”

To be eligible for this year's Grammy
Awards, music must have been releasad af-
ter Oct. 1, 2015, but before Sept. 30, 2016. Dis-
turbed recorded “ The Sound of Silenca” for

When submissions for
best rock performance
came in, there were a
few surprises.

its album “Immortalized,” which was re-
Jeased before the deadline. But because the
band played on *Conan” during the eligibil-
ity pericd, its label, Warner Bros., could
nominate it.




Alabama Shakes included “Joe™ as a bo-
nus track in Japan and other non-North
American countries on its second album,
“Sound & Color” which was releasad in
April 2005 and won a 2016 Grammy as best
alternative music album. “Austin City Lim-
its” didntinclude “Joe” in the January 2016
beoadcast, but offered it as a web exclusive
on its site.

“Are we deserving of a Grammy ?” David
Draiman, lead singer of Disturbad, asked.
“That’s the quastion.” (He didn't answerit)
“But are we eligible? Yeah, because we
used that loophaote.”

The video of “ The Sound of Silence” went
viral, logging more than 45.4 million views
on YouTube. It is also the most-viewed song
at the “Conan” website, teamcocooom.
When told, though, that some Grammy vot-
ersdo not think a TV performance of an old-
ersong should qualify, Mr. Draiman said b
didn't disagree, but he was still happy to
have a chance to win. “The song connected
withpecple ” he said. *That’s ot something
you can areate artifidally”

The Recording Academy defended thein-
tegrity of the nominating process. *Twould-
nt call it gaming the system. I wouldnt
even call it a loophole)” said Bill Freimuth,
the senior vice president for awards at the
Recording Academy. “Anything that's eligi-
He is eligible”

The nominating process begins when
record companies submit their artists for
consideration ln specific categories after

the odds of g
more trophies; then the academy scruti-
nizes the submissions for chicanery. Mr.
Freimuth said that there were 24 commit-
tees that adjudicate genre, made up of ex-
pertsin each specific style. When Bayoncé’s
label, Columbia Records, submitted her for
best rock performance, an academy staff
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Clockwise from top, nominees
for the best rock performance
Grammy include Tweney One
Pilots, Disturbed (with David
Draiman, vocalist), Beyonos,
fora song she recorded with
Jack White, far left ( Daft Punk
is also picxured); David Bowie;
and Alabama Shakes (with
Britcany Howard).

perscn flagged it for discussion.

In ber, about 70 bers of the
Rock Sa'ung Committee met to discuss,
among other topics, whether “Don't Hurt
Yourself™ is a rock song. Beyoncé wrote,
produced and recorded the song with Jack
White, and they used a Led Zeppelin sam-
pl. "We played it for the group” Mt
Freimuth said. “There wasn't all that much
discusm. Everybody said, ‘That's a rock

song"”
Amcrdmg lD a senior music executive
and spoke on the
condi of be he was not

authorized mdlscus v.he intemal delibera-

tions, there was a “very spmneddebmelhn
tookmsybe dsav-
eral voters' suspicions !Im by recording a
rock song and a country song (“Daddy
Lessons”) on her album “Lemonade,” Bey-
onoé was trying to “run the table” on nomi-
nations in a diverse group of categories.

For Mt Freimuth, these kinds of discus-
sions and disagreements are as fun as they
are unanswerable. *One of the phrases that
resonates in my head is, ‘embrace subjec-
uvuy“' he said. "That's been (luly recent
for p

tom line is, we're accounting for taste, and
everybody knows there's none of that”

Sizing up his owm chances for winning,
Mr.Draiman said, "If we were tolosa to any-
body, Bowie's the one I'd be voting for” Did
he, as an academy member, vote for Mr
Bowie rather than for his band? "We're
gonna leave it a mystery,” he said with a
laugh.

Mt Gorman, one ol the Grammy voters
who was disapp with the

sﬂd casting his vote was “a no-beainer” He

me. B its an adj
process, we tried to put as much objective
criteria into the process as we can. The bot-

d: “I'm a huge Alabama Shakes
fan. But I'votad for their album last year. It’s
time to move on. [ votad for Bowie.”




