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ADVENTURES OF
A STUDIO SUPERHERO

Even if you’ve never heard of Tim Pierce, you’ve heard him. A prolific Los Angeles
session guitarist since the ’80s, Pierce has played on thousands of recordings by
the likes of Michael Jackson, Madonna, Bruce Springsteen, Elton John, Rod Stewart,
Dave Matthews, Santana, Faith Hill, Josh Groban, Chris Isaak, Celine Dion, Ricky
Martin, Joe Cocker, Kelly Clarkson, Jason Mraz, and many, many other artists.
Tim took a break from his hectic studio schedule to field questions about his career
and his craft. 
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“IT’S GREAT TO BE ABLE TO SIT IN FRONT OF THIS BEAUTIFUL
STEREO BOX THAT EMULATES SO MANY OF THE SOUNDS I
LOVE. IT’S THE DREAM GUITAR TOOL.”

Tommy keeps two Yamaha kits in his studio. His students play a new Stage
Custom Birch kit. “It’s an incredible instrument for the price, “ says Tommy. 
“It sounds unbelievably good, especially when it’s miked up.”

Meanwhile, Tommy teaches from behind a high-end PHX (Phoenix) kit. “It’s 
an incredible instrument in every regard,” he says. “It’s exquisitely crafted,
with gorgeous finishes, and the three different woods that make up the shells
produce an incredible sound. Most drums sound pretty good on the initial 
attack if you tune them right, but after that attack, it’s all about the overtones
they produce. When you have a drumset where all the pieces resonate 
perfectly together like these do, it sounds like an instrument, instead of individual
drums that just happen to be placed together. The PHX kit just has that ‘voodoo.’
It’s hard to describe, but once you sit down and play it, you instantly get it.”
Tommy used the kit to record Eleven, his latest disc with the Birdland Big Band
(available on iTunes and Amazon.com).

For live shows Tommy prefers a more retro-flavored Club Custom kit. “It’s a
spectacular kit for intimate venues,” he says. “It’s a kapur wood kit inspired by
vintage drums from the ’60s, and it has that relatively dry, controlled sound
you want when playing in a club. The kit never ‘gets away from you,’ though it
has fantastic, full-range overtones. The tones you get from kapur wood are a
little darker and rounder than, say, a modern maple kit. I’m loving the full,
round sound I get from it.”

Whether he’s leading a band or guiding a student, Tommy advises against
falling into the trap of playing solely for other players. “The notion of technique
among drummers can become a gladiator mentality of faster, higher, louder.
But no one cares how you hold the sticks except other drummers. And that’s
true with a lot of large-ensemble jazz, which seems to have been written only
to impress musicians. But I love it when a listener who’s never heard our kind
of music before comes to a gig and gets blown away. They say, ‘That’s the
most incredible thing I’ve ever heard. I had no idea that was jazz!’” Tommy
chuckles. “Now that’s what I call a compliment!”

W H AT  A R E  S O M E  C O M M O N  M I S C O N C E P T I O N S  A B O U T  YO U R  G I G ?

Well, I work in the domain of popular music, where my job is to create parts that make somebody’s
song sound like a record on the radio. That means I often wind up playing parts that are very, very
simple. But no matter how simple the part, you have to execute it with heart. You can always tell the
difference between musicians who feel what they’re playing and ones who are going through the
motions. You have to love what you’re doing.

YO U  A L S O  H AV E  TO  WO R K  V E RY  QU I C K LY.

Yes—extremely quickly. Today, for example, I have a guy coming to my studio to record three songs.
It’ll take about six hours. There might be six guitar parts per song, or there might be sixteen. And at
the end of the day, he’ll leave with all the parts sounding like a record.

D O  YO U  E X P E C T  TO  E N C O U NT E R  P R E PA R E D  C H A RT S  AT  S E S S I O N S ?

Actually I don’t read music. There’s a different job in this city for people who read, and that’s the
movie business. I can’t really do those sessions. At my sessions, we usually wind up creating the
parts together. Basically I provide an on-demand encyclopedia of guitar styles from the last four
decades.

YO U  D O  A  LOT  O F  OV E R D U B B I N G — A L M O ST  L I K E  “ S E L F  O R C H E ST R AT I O N .”

Often that’s exactly the job. You have to make the song grow. You have to make the second verse
pay off. The choruses have to blossom. The bridge has to have something different, and the outro
needs something else. You have to hit all the marks.

D O E S  W H AT  YO U ’ R E  C A L L E D  U P O N  TO  P L AY  C H A N G E  W I T H  M U S I C A L  FAS H I O N ?

It changes every six months. For instance, right now the direction seems to be cleaner guitars and
fewer parts. Arrangements are more economical, and there’s less distortion. But an even bigger
trend is that we are in an era when the music that’s most popular on the radio tends not to involve
live musicians. Nowadays most music is created on someone’s laptop. Guitar certainly isn’t the engine
that drives it. When it’s there, guitar is more of a seasoning. 

There is a lot of popular guitar music these days, but it’s just not the stuff you usually hear on the
radio. But it’s important to keep up with what newer musicians are doing. As a guitarist, that means
studying artists like the Foo Fighters, Muse, Mumford and Sons, Kings of Leon, Young the Giant,
Foster the People, The Lumineers, and the Black Keys. Basically, bands that still use organic 
instruments as the heart of their sound.

L AT E LY  YO U ’ V E  B E E N  P L AY I N G  A  YA M A H A  S B G 18 2 0 .

Yes. It’s an amazing guitar. I liked the original Yamaha SG from back in the ’70s, and when I saw this
one with its gold top and P-90 pickups, I had to get it. It’s a big piece of mahogany that sounds super-fat.
It’s especially good for anything in the blues-rock domain, like sounds inspired by Zeppelin or the
White Stripes. It’s a bit of a secret weapon, actually. 

I’ve also been using a Yamaha THR10 amp, which is an amazing tool. It’s great to be able to sit in
front of this beautiful stereo box that emulates so many of the sounds I love. I can merge the output
from an iPod or iPhone and get beautiful stereo playback of the song, along with great guitar tones
and effects. I used it to learn all the cover songs we played on The X Factor. It’s the dream guitar tool.

A N Y  A DV I C E  F O R  G U I TA R I ST S  W H O  D R E A M  O F  D O I N G  W H AT  YO U  D O ?

Well, there are definitely not as many studio musician gigs as in the past. But if you can come to 
a big city and compete with the best players around, there are gigs. You need a complete musical
vocabulary covering everything since the ’50s, and you have to be able to modernize it on demand—
and the definition of “modern” changes often. You must be entrepreneurial: You might write music
for a commercial, and that’ll take care of a few months of bills. Or you might go on tour for a few
months, and that’ll pay for the next six months. It’s also good if you can compose, program, and 
perform onstage. These days, doing a little bit of everything is the best way for a musician to
prosper and survive. 


