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 Manager Ray Danniels:
From Rush to Van Halen

By Steven P. Wheeler

won the draw,” says Van Halen’s new
manager Ray Danniels, jokingly explaining
how his Toronto-based management com-
pany, S.R.O. Management, was able to add
L.A."s quintessential rock band to its roster of
clients.

Following the untimely passing of their
cancer-stricken manager, Ed Leftler, Eddie,
Sammy, Alex and Michael began the search
that had most of the industry’s leading man-
agement companies chomping at the bit.

“It was a short list, and | was fortunate
enough to be on the list,” says Danniels, who
formed S.R.O. in 1972 and continues to man-
age Canadian powertrio Rush as well as more
recent additions Kings X and Extreme. “I
already had a relationship with Al and Eddie.
I"'ve been managing Rush for 20 years, so over
that time, we’'d bump into each other now
and then, and I've had a close relationship
with Al over the last seven oreight years. They
were determined to hook up with a manage-
ment company that had long-standing rela-
tionships with their clients. They didn’t want
to be working with someone for one or two
records and then find that they had to change
again. | guess that’s what | brought to the
table—a kind of consistency.”

Still, many were shocked that a band so
synonymous with the City of Angels would
hire a management company based in a
different country. Danniels understands the
surprise of some people at the band’s deci-
sion, but he also points out that in the modern
world of technological advancements, we
truly live in a “global village.”

“FAX machines alone have changed every-
thing. To be honest with you, | don’t know if
this would have worked ten years ago.

“My being in Canada and the band being in
L.A. was something that had to be discussed.
| had to let them know that | could be in L.A.
part of the time, but | didn’t want to leave
Toronto and move to Los Angeles. I've got
kids, and we're set here.”

Then, with a laugh, Danniels adds, “Be-
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sides there’s no earthquakes up here, and
snow is a lot easier to shovel than mud.”

In addition, the veteran manager believes
that being in Canada affords him the luxury of
being better able to carry out Van Halen'’s
professional desires on a worldwide basis.
“It's a lot easier for me to sit in Toronto,
Canada and see the world as a whole. You
have to understand that the guys in the band
are very concerned with their position world-
wide, not just America. | think it’s easier for
me to look at things globally from Toronto,
than if | was in Los Angeles. For starters, I'm
on East Coast time—England is five hours
different than me and mainland Europe is
only six hours different. As a result of that, my
work day is three hours longer.”

Danniels also reveals that the band didn’t
have one L.A.-based management firm on
their final list of choices. “l think they had
always been managed by somebody from Los
Angeles, and | don’t think they necessarily
saw it to be to their advantage to have a
manager based in L.A.,” explains Danniels.

design and parking

with camera.
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“There are certain cities or secondary mar-
kets that | don’t think a manager can be based
out of, but you can do it nowadays from a San
Francisco or a Toronto or a Chicago or a
Dallas. | don’t think you have to be part of the
‘boys club” in L.A. to properly manage a
band. | don’t see how that would enhance
Van Halen’s position for a minute, | really
don’t. Maybe for a new act trying to get off the
ground, | can see some advantages with hav-
ing an L.A.-based manager, but for a major
act, | don’t see it. | think the truth of it is,
they've got their guy, and the farther he is
away from that kind of situation, the better.”

With a band as massively successful as Van
Halen, one has to wonder just what the duties
of a Van Halen manager entail. It's not like
Danniels has to hold the hands of these 20-
vear industry veterans or explain whata record
company does.

“That’s got to be the hardest question in the
world to answer,” says Danniels. “| think if
you asked the four guys in Van Halen that
question, you’'d probably get tour different
answers. | think the difference for a manager
with a hugely successful act and a new act is
that because Van Halen is a veteran band
with enormous success, you’'re managing each
individual. With a new band, you tend to
work with the leader of the band, or you tend
to work on your own with what that band
needs. When you manage a band like Van
Halen, I've got four different guys to account
to every day—rfour different questions, four
difterent priorities. So there’s no easy answer
to that question. | deal with everyone for
them—from promoters to agents to record
company publicists, you name it.”

What about the individual members of Van
Halen? Are some more involved with the
business dealings than others? “To a degree,”
answers Danniels, sounding like a long-haired
politician. “Sam and Al probably take the
most interest on a daily basis. But there’s not
much that gets past Ed, and Mike’s certainly
there on all the important decisions.”

Despite Danniels earlier admission that it’s
difficult to say just what exactly Van Halen’s
manager does, we were able to get a behind-
the-scenes look at a few recent business deci-
sions. “On the creative side of things, the
most recent thing we’ve been dealing with
has to do with video directors and scripts and
where the band wants to go in that aspect of
their career. They have given me pretty much

This is a free service
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“FAX machines have
changed everything. To he
honest, | don’t know if this

would have worked ten
years ago. My heing in
Canada and [Van Halen]
heing in L.A. was something
that had to he discussed. |
had to let them know that |
could he in L.A. part of the
time, hut | didn’t want to
leave Toronto and move to
Los Angeles. There’s no
earthquakes up here, and
snow is a lot easier to
shovel than mud.”
—Ray Danniels

free reign to do what |'ve wanted to do in the
non-creative aspects of things. For example,
last November we had already mapped out a
tour that goes all the way through October of
‘96. Once | came aboard, there were a lot of
discussions and thought put into when this
record [Balance] should come out—what the
first single and video should be, etc.

“In the case of the first single,” continues
Danniels, “it was very much a band and
management decision. | went to the record
company and said, ‘This iswhat we want, and
why we believe it’s the right thing to do.” The
record companies have to allow tor more
creative input and creative freedom for an act
that is as successtul as a Van Halen. But that’s
bound by the fact that the record company
depends on youtosell an awful lot of records.”

Which is something that Van Halen has
continued to do with Balance, which de-
buted at Number One and promises to be
another multi-platinum blockbuster for the
boys from Pasadena. In the tace of the country
music explosion, the alternative trend and the
grunge wars, many industry insiders had ques-
tioned whether Van Halen’s mainstream hard
rock approach would still be viable.

Danniels says he never had such concerns.
“To me, debuting at Number One wasn't
surprising, and | don’t mean that in an egotis-
tical sense. But tour months ot work was put
in to set up the record so that would hopetully
happen. Notto say that ittook away any of the
thrill, believe me. But | thought that's what
would happen, given the amount of work, the
setup and press junkets, etc. When you're
talking about working with a label the size of
Warner Brothers, | can’t believe how many
people are involved—it's huge. There are the
sales, video and promotion departments, and
then all of those departments break down into
ditterent areas.”

The most impressive publicity driven con-
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cept came from Danniels himself, a simple
idea that paid big dividends. “l had an idea to
release the single between Christmas and
New Year’s Day, which just isn’t done, and
the goal was to get as many radio stations as
we could playing it around December 30th,
and thenon New Year’s Eve, | wanted MTV to
premiere the video just after midnight on the
Sony Jumbo-tron in New York’s Times Square.

“That’s what | was talking about when | was
mentioning the setup for this album,” relates
Danniels. “Here you are watching MTV on
New Year's Eve, and at two minutes after
midnight, they go live to Times Square and
vou see the Sony Jumbo-tron with Van Halen’s
new video, and you see thousands of people
going nuts—it’s great working with a captive
audience [laughs]. It took at least two months
to put that event together because it hadn’t

Playing At

reen done before. We needed to rent the
umbo-tron, we then needed to tie in some
audio concept so that the tens of thousands of
people who were there would be able to hear
something. Finally, we needed to get MTV to
committoit, and they did. It created onz giant
advertisement that Van Halen had a new
record, and it worked.”

It’s unique ideas like that which seem to
keep Van Halen vital and fresh, as Danniels is
quick to point out, “These guys don’t look at
anything like a business. These guys still have
the enthusiasm of a roomful of teenagers who
are doing this all for the first time. I'm abso-
lutely amazed at how many miles they’ve got
behind them, but they still live for this.”

S.R.O. Management can be contacted at
416-923-5855.

Wed., March 1st - 1045pm
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