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THE INTERVIEW
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When 
something 

looks 
subpar, 
nobody 
says, ‘Ha, 

look at Bill 
Simmons. 
He looks 
like an 
idiot!’ 

That’s my 
problem.

“

”

Country Aircheck: How involved are you in the business side of your career?
Brad Paisley: I’m definitely involved on the creative side. A really good example of how I operate is the new 
music video. I drew every bit of it. Someone asked how my team assembled it when I was done drawing 
and I said, “Nope. It never left my laptop.” 

I’ve always been able to picture what I want visually. That goes back to doodling a caricature or 
spaceship on the back of church bulletins. My math tests looked more like cartoons – there was 
always something going on in the margins. That shows up now in how hard it is for me to let go of 
something we’re sending out that doesn’t look right. Even when I feel like it’s great. They’ll show 
me an ad-mat for a tour poster and nine times out of 10 I’ll have a tweak. It can be something as 
simple as, “The last tour had a lot of blue, so let’s use a different color on this.” Obviously I’m 
hands-on with music, but also very much visually. On the business side, they’ll only hear from me 
when I don’t like something. I don’t crunch numbers at all.

Has that changed over the course of your career?
No. I’ve always been that way. I was lucky enough to be given a lot of rope with that in the be-
ginning and I’ve kept that amount of rope. Decisions have ended up splitting equally, overall. 
Some of my decisions were really good and then there were some the label made that worked 
out well. “I’m Gonna Miss Her” was mine; the label was adamantly opposed to singling that. 
After two No. 1 ballads, I was in danger of having a show full of them. And then you [risk] 
hearing, “That’s your box, stay in it.” On the other hand, “Whiskey Lullaby” was not my idea as 
a single. I wanted it as a single, but not necessarily at that moment. I thought it was a big risk, 
but they wanted to take it. I was coming off a hit ballad with “Little Moments” and we’re going to 

go for another one? But this one is about suicide? You guys 
are out of your minds. They weren’t and no one was happier 
about that than me.

What do you think your strengths and weaknesses are as CEO 
of Brad Paisley, Inc.?
We should probably start with weaknesses. Relinquishing control is 
difficult when your name’s on it. I think I’m as easy to work with as any 
artist in that sense, but it’s a very difficult thing. When something looks 
subpar, nobody says, “Ha, look at [Fitzgerald-Hartley’s] Bill Simmons. He 
looks like an idiot!” Although, maybe somebody does on Music Row. But in 
general that’s completely and totally my problem. So I have to learn to trust 
and delegate a little bit more and I’m reminded of that from time to time.

I feel like I’m completely objective creatively, but I don’t think I’m as 
objective when things aren’t going right or when I feel hampered. I’ll get 
dark in a way you only do if your name is on it. I make my living looking at 
people who came to hear these songs that I wrote and have a good time on a 
weekend. If you sense you’re doing something that’s not delivering on their 
expectations or is being met with a reaction other than what was intended, 
which is something every artist goes through ... the manager gets to go home 
to their family on a Friday. They’re probably worried about it, but it’s, “I’m go-
ing to have to get back to work on that Monday. But hey, what are we going to 
do this weekend?” Meanwhile, I go out and stand in front of these people. 

Bad weeks are relative – they’re not the kind of bad week a prison guard has, 
but it might be losing a single. A weird one recently was that everybody loved the 
[“Crushin’ It”] video, but the label wouldn’t sign off on it. We went a week or two 
before I just put it out without them. Finally, they sorted through the legalities, 
but I knew all along as a fan of these parodies that I was completely in the right. 
But as you can imagine, corporations have to think about a lot of stuff. That was a 
long week. And as the artist, there’s no degree of separation from the blunt smack 
in the face. The buck stops at the microphone at center stage. So, that’s another 
thing you have to learn to compartmentalize on a Friday night. None of those 
people are aware of that. They just came to have a good time.

Strengths?
Performing. At this point, we know how to put an entertaining show together. I’ll 
sound like a broken record because media school tells you to always say it’s your best 
show. But you gotta see this show! It’s the best one! I say that knowing very few fans 
will read this – it’s programmers and whoever else reads Lon’s gossip rag. 

We came up with some things I can’t believe nobody ever did. One of them is a bar 
on the stage, which is just the greatest thing ever. My manager was very skeptical. “So, 
you’re going to stick a bunch of people you don’t know behind you onstage every 
night? No audition, they’re not sort of scoped out? Just radio winners and Justin and 
his band and Mickey and her band, road crew and whoever?” My manager was like, 
“This is possibly the best idea ever and more likely the worst idea ever.” The first night 
he came backstage and said it’s the best idea ever. Against the video wall, they’re just 
silhouettes and never more interesting than me, the band or the video. If your eye 

If it has Brad Paisley’s name on it – literally or figuratively – there’s a 
pretty good chance he’s had a strong hand in putting it together. As a 
songwriter, recording artist, headlining performer and, now, stem-to-
stern video producer and animator, his creative aptitude is evident and 

growing. The CMA Awards co-host is creating new channels for flexing 
those comedic commentary muscles, but he’s only willing to go so far into 

other media. In a candid chat at his 
personal pub, Paisley discussed his 
career, his record label, the future 

and the power of the edit. He also displayed a firm grasp of everything 
going on in his world ... just don’t ask him to add it all up.

PAGE 37 • JUNE 2015



wanders over to them, it’s people drinking ... which is 
kind of what you expect to see at a country show.

Another fun, creative moment is the instrumental. 
For years I’ve done a cartoon. But I made the mu-
sic video this time, so I didn’t do a cartoon for the 
concert. I had this idea during rehearsal and asked 
MooTV’s Scott Scoval, “Anybody ever hooked a Wii 
up to a video wall?” He cocked his head and said he 
didn’t think so, but it might work. And it does. So 
every night my Dad or somebody finds a kid in the au-
dience, asks if they know how to play Mario Kart and 
they get to try to beat Justin Moore on a 60’ screen.

The Sony ship’s without a captain right now. What’s 
your relationship with the label?
Everyone I work with is still there, so it’s good. I be-
lieve in and love these people. It’s a little heartbreak-
ing for everybody because I love [former Chairman] 
Gary Overton. It’s a transition, but we’re going ahead 

with everything we have planned and it’s working. 
The timing is fine because I’m on the third single go-
ing on the fourth off this record. And I purposefully 
haven’t written or recorded anything yet for the next 
album – the longest I’ve ever gone without having 
something in the pipeline. I’d like them to figure out 
where they’re going and then I’ll let whoever comes 
in be a part of that. They’ll more than likely have 
watched my career from afar and will have a good per-
spective. I really like the collaborative part of the job. 
But I do feel for artists who are in a more precarious 
position than me – waiting to release a first single or 
to hear if they get another single.

Any thoughts about a little Chet Atkins action? Would 
you ever run a label?
I don’t think so. Never say never, but the idea of hav-
ing to go into an office daily ... maybe when I’m an 
old man. Bored. (Smiles) I don’t think so. There’s 
probably way too much financially. You asked what I’m 
not good at? I’m horrifyingly bad at math. 

You do have a lot of endeavors outside of performing. 
Is that about looking forward to a time when you’re 
not performing anymore? Do you plan to ever stop?
I’m bad at end-of-life planning. I’m one of those peo-
ple that hasn’t thought that far ahead. I try to make 
sure my family’s in good shape, but I don’t have a 
master plan for how this winds down. That’s probably 
futile and bad energy to say, “In five years, when this 
is over ...” Really? You might have a five-year plan then 
have the biggest hit of your career. I don’t like to look 
back either; I love the next challenge and don’t keep 
awards. There are a few that are really important, 
but my parents have most of them. If you make the 
mistake of looking back too much you aren’t focused 
enough on the road in front of you.

You started Sea Gayle right out of college with some 
friends. How involved are you and how has that 
changed over the years?
Sea Gayle was way more successful than any of us could 
have planned or hoped and still is. That’s largely thanks 
to Chris DuBois who took it upon himself to run it 
from day one. Myself and Frank Rogers were doing 
what we do more so than running that company. He 
was writing hit songs and producing and I was writing 
hit songs and singing. Chris was writing just as many 
hits and going in every day. The first few years I would 
get a couple of demos on a writer he was thinking 
about signing. “Hey, what do you think about this guy?” 
It was probably the third person Chris sent me and 
realized I hadn’t listened, so he just stopped sending. 
“I’m signing this guy Chris Stapleton, you’re not going 
to believe it.” And he was right. He has a better sense 
of a songwriter’s potential than anyone I’ve ever seen. 
The idea that this company became hugely success-
ful and gave him a home and a job in a town where 
he deserved to have that is one of the most rewarding 
things. Chris DuBois is running a company we started 
as opposed to becoming part of the machine.
 
And Frank stopped producing you a couple albums back 
and has now left Sea Gayle. Just different directions?
Yeah, it just evolved that way. We could see it coming. I 
was going to work with him again on the last album, but 
we differed and it was completely amicable. He said, 
“That’s not the album I would make on you right now.” 
I asked what he would want to make and that wasn’t 
what I wanted to do at that point. So let’s do that later.

What did you learn from ABC-TV’s Rising Star?
One thing ... that I loved that kind of outlet for being 
a smart aleck. I couldn’t have had more fun, and the 
camaraderie with Ludacris and Josh Groban – they’re 
really good people, a blast to be around, unique and bril-
liant. Same with Kesha. She’s hilarious and insane in a 
good way. It was a really fun experiment. The only thing 
that was difficult was we first sat down together the day 
before the first show. In retrospect, we should have had 
a couple of weeks of bonding because by the third show, 
you could see us starting to pick on each other. 

The most rewarding part was working with aspiring 
artists. First of all, they’re all so cute at that age. Really 
agreeable, normally. Who wouldn’t like sitting in a 
chair as people walk up and say, “Oh my goodness, I 

love you! You’re amazing! And what do you think of 
what I’m doing?” It’s such an ego boost – you feel like 
the Wizard of Oz. And we really had something inter-
esting and fun halfway through and toward the end. 
You need a year on a show like that to work out the 
bumps. I was hoping it would come back this year.

You hosted a comedy show in Nashville recently and 
added comedians to your Hollywood Bowl show. 
Where are you going with that?
I really like the outlet and don’t think it’s utilized 
enough in any form of music. You can probably 
imagine the absurdity that happens when we’re writing 
songs. A lot never get heard. Sometimes I wish people 
could hear what gets thrown on the floor when we’re 
writing “Perfect Storm.” If she was a drink, she’d be 
Drano – that’s another song and you can see how we 
laugh all the way through it. We file some of those away. 
And I’ll call in Chris DuBois, Brett Anderson and few 
of my co-writers at CMA Awards time. That muscle has 
to be worked into shape, but why am I waiting until 
November to do some of these things that I really love?

Comedy is an underrated art form and so necessary 
in today’s society. So I started thinking about refining 
some of that stuff and going out on a limb instead of 
just standing in front of your contemporaries at an 
awards show with a whole bucket of current events to 
choose from. Like how does Louis CK do it? How does 
Jim Gaffigan do it? I guess they just write about life. 
“I’m Gonna Miss Her” isn’t far from a stand-up sketch. 
I’ll never forget playing the line in “Little Moments” 
about burning the food for my wife. She was howling 

because she knew I was talking about blue cheese fish 
tacos from when we were dating, which were the worst 
thing I ever tasted but I never said anything. That 
song is probably what won her over. Comedy comes 
from that place. So we’ll do some pop-up things either 
at my show where comedians will show up or tell 
people to come by the Improv after. We’ll be telling 
jokes, there will be alcohol and you’ll laugh.

Relative to having a band behind and a guitar in front 
of you, how naked will it feel to just have a mic?
You’re pretty naked, but I always have a guitar. I’m 
like Adam Sandler that way and will always be able 
to grab that crutch. I don’t necessarily need it; it’s 
the insurance policy. One of the songs we did at the 
stand-up night here was written for this album and my 
mom wouldn’t let me include it. She thought it was 
offensive. It’s a completely harmless song where you 
sing the whole first verse and first chorus to a girl, but 
the second time around you strategically insert bleeps 
and it sounds like the dirtiest thing you’ve ever heard 
in your life. It’s called “Bleep.” It will be a lot of fun 
exploring those kinds of things.

You’re been on a few TV shows – dramas and sitcoms. 
Any aspirations of crashing into the wife’s business?

Not really. That scares me more than anything. I 
would attempt stand-up comedy anywhere, anytime. 
I’m a kamikaze. But I feel so powerless acting. When 
I’m writing, directing or producing something, oversee-
ing the edit is a big deal to me. I personally edit a lot 
of what you see me do. The cartoon is a really good 
example. The edit is everything. Like the cut to Florida 
Georgia Line. If you do it too fast, or go from close-ups 
to two shots a bunch, you lose it. You need that perfect 
half-second pause to make it work. That’s the edit. 

Reese Witherspoon is an amazing actress and won-
derful person I’m glad to have met and know a little 
bit. Sophia Vergara is also a great actress and always 
funny. How is it that those two get together and score 

an eight on Rotten Tomatoes? It’s either the director, 
the producer or the studio. Any movie that works is 
a miracle. Same with TV shows. It’s nothing short of 
parting the Red Sea when one of those is good. So if 
it’s not a Will Ferrell movie or a Dwight Yoakam role 
in Sling Blade, I would be scared to death to do it. I 
could be a jerk, or I could be the idiot cowboy singer 
in a Will Ferrell movie. As far as taking acting lessons 
or doing what Tim McGraw’s done – which is very 
inspiring – that’s not for me.

Do you watch the charts?
No, I stopped watching charts a while back because it’s 
like watching the stock market. You could kill yourself 
and, obviously, people do jump out of buildings when 
they get bad news on Wall Street. You want to say, “Hey, 
lighten up. It’ll probably go back up.” Plus, the charts 
is the math thing again. That kind of minutia will drive 
you insane as an artist. I’d really rather just be involved 
in the creative. That’s where I’m comfortable.

You don’t watch the charts, but do you stay abreast of 
the industry? Lettuce and tomatoes?
A friend called and told me about that and I tweeted 
something. [Ed. Note: “When did we become Veggie Tales? 
And can I be the cucumber?”] That blew up in a weird 
way, but I like tomatoes a lot better than lettuce. And 
it interests me in multitudes of ways. I have a song on 
this album that is meant to empower women called 
“Shattered Glass” and I really hope it’s a single be-
cause it’s something that women need to hear.

I’ve taken a break from a screenplay I was writing, but 
one of the things I learned about is the Bechdel test. A 
film passes if at any point it shows two women having a 
conversation about something other than a man. You 
would not believe how low the percentage is for movies 
passing that test – Oscar nominees and winners. Run 
down a list of your favorite movies. You can’t write it off 
for circumstances, because movies are full of men having 
conversations about very meaningful things. And you 
can’t write it off to the way life is either because women 
do not sit around just talking about men. 

We’ve come a long way as a society and I’m not so sure 
art has kept up, which is weird because you would think 
art would lead the way. But don’t for a second think that 
it’s country music’s fault alone. It’s never a bad idea to 
discuss if there is a bias or anything we can do. Mickey 
Guyton is as talented a singer as I’ve heard in years and 
I get to sing “Whiskey Lullaby” with her every night. She 
knocks it as far out of the park as you can knock it. Let’s 
discuss how to get her played. I’ll help any way I can. 

To the digital issue, do you think about Spotify, any of 
that stuff?
No, but I’m a bad businessman that way. I would like 
to see everyone compensated who works in music. An 
equal desire of mine is to see music reach people. It’s 
hard to fault fans for grabbing it any way they can. We 
need to figure this out as an industry, but I don’t think 
enough about it. I ask myself, are there butts in the 
seats? Are they singing along? Are they singing along 
to the new single? Nobody wants to hear millionaires 
complain. I don’t either.

How do you see your relationship with Country radio?
I have a music video I’m really proud of that cost $900 
to make, which is a good $59,000 less than the next 
cheapest video. And it was $900 just because I had 
to buy a couple backgrounds and that ocean footage 
that would have taken me another four hours to draw. 
And with all that went into it, as good a way as any to 
let people know it’s out is your favorite DJ. That’s why 
we’ve done a couple weeks of satellite radio tours. I 
love the questions and comments from radio – hear-
ing what made them laugh. We have such a unique 
thing in our format. I don’t take this relationship with 
radio for granted. I’m again reminded of what a great 
way it is to reach fans. They’re great partners.

It is a pretty straight line from artist to radio to fans.
Yeah. And there’s a tight-knit community feeling I don’t 
think you have in other formats. They feel bigger, less 
connected, even though we probably outnumber them. 
But Country radio still feels like a niche, in a good way. It 
feels small, even though it isn’t. Maybe it’s because they 
all come to town every year, get stuck on a steamboat 
listening to me and get drunk. Do pop artists play music 
for top PDs early on? For all the challenges there can 
be, when you’re talking to a programmer or a DJ and 
they ask if you’re working on anything new, I really feel 
like they care. They want to hear it. It makes me want to 
make good records for them. 

Or shock half the industry with the bluest onstage 
performance in CRS history?
Lon Helton on the boat is maybe my third favorite 
CRS moment of all time aside from a couple major 
victories ... and it almost surpasses those. That was 
around the time I started working on the comedy 
stuff. We went for coffee and he said, “What do you 
have me doing?” I said, “You’re basically going to 
name-check some of the larger personalities of our 
town and turn it into a porno.” (Laughs) 

Getting to stand next to him and see him deliver 
that .... He was so nervous he probably could have 
made diamonds in his butt. He loves it, though. He’s 
a ham, make no mistake about it. And I loved that the 
crowd was into it. A stiffer audience would have been 
mad, but I got notes from some of them later –  
Kapugi, Eddie Haskell. Too funny.                         CAC
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