HANSON BOUNCES BACK

(for McNally-Smith College’s InTune Magazine – 2007)

Outside in the dreary, freezing weather, a line of teenage girls extends from the front door of the Quest Club all the way around the corner, about halfway to Washington Avenue. Some of them have been waiting on the street all day, camped out on blankets and sipping gas station coffee. They’re waiting to get in the door first so they can position themselves as close to the front as possible before Hanson takes the stage nearly three hours later.

“Do they always camp out?” I ask, seated in the comfort of the band’s luxury tour bus. Taylor Hanson nods quickly but then catches himself. “I don’t want to trivialize it by saying ‘yes, they always do’ but yes, they always do.” The middle Hanson brother is himself sipping on a coffee, as he stretches out on the vehicle’s long couch. Generally considered to be the pretty one, Taylor, 22, is now the married one; his wife, Natalie, and children Ezra and Penelope occasionally join the band on the road, but are currently back home in Oklahoma. Zac, 19, and Issac, 25, flank Taylor on either side, looking healthy, happy, and hopeful. Issac’s current buzz cut and goatee are certainly a change from his shoulder length locks of the ‘Mmmbop’ era, and Zac is quieter than some might imagine, built like a tank, and when he speaks it’s in an intelligent and introspective manner that seem to flow quite easily.

In the last few years, Hanson, just like the fans outside, have been forced to stand in the cold and go it alone to keep their career on track. They were dumped by their record label, relegated to one-hit-wonder status by the entertainment media, and became a favorite punch line to the massive joke that was the teen-pop explosion of the 90’s. Yet through it all, they’ve somehow managed to forge ahead and succeed on their own terms.

This afternoon, the band is taking some time to relax before they perform the 21st show of their Live & Electric tour inside the main room of the Quest. The band is waiting for an errand runner to bring back take-out food from Old Chicago (for Issac) and Sawatdee (for Taylor). It may surprise some people how little that these guys resemble the rosy-cheeked kids that were the average person’s first and last impression of Hanson back in 1997. The polished maturity of this much older and wiser band has been serving them well as they embark on a daunting mission to leave their bubblegum image behind and become the band they’ve always wanted to be.

In recent years, Hanson has made some career decisions that illustrate their determination to be taken seriously. They split with Island/Def Jam Records after a very long and arduous battle with the label over the commercial potential of their now independently released new album, Underneath. That album, released on Hanson’s own newly formed 3CG Records, has already sold nearly a quarter million copies. The band completed a marathon world tour in November, the last leg of which featured special college screenings of their self-produced documentary, Strong Enough To Break, which chronicles Hanson’s journey from corporate pawns to indie heroes.

With freedom of course comes responsibility. The termination deal with Island/Def Jam allowed Hanson to retain ownership of the nearly 80 songs that they recorded in attempting to finish Underneath, but also saddled them with the debt incurred for that recording. “The only reason we haven’t broken even [on Underneath] is because of debt that we took on,” says Taylor. What he means is that although Underneath has sold nearly 250,000 copies worldwide, the band still has a way to go before making back the estimated 1.3 million that the album ultimately cost them out of their own pockets.

Though they’re now technically an independent band, they fully understand that most other bands of the same designation are not able to make such an investment in their own music.  Taylor explains, “You can’t change your story; your past is what it is.”

That distinction aside, Hanson is very much an independent band. Their days of arenas now behind them, they seem perfectly content playing to intimate club audiences and refining their show into an airtight rock and roll church service. The devoted fans who have sold out many of the dates on the tour don’t care if Hanson is getting the exposure that they once did, or if they have a hit on the charts, they just love this band. Many of them have spent years being taunted and laughed-at for their devotion, forced to explain and defend why Hanson is a viable and important part of the current musical community. Though most people still turn a deaf ear, any casual observer of the music business, whatever his or her opinion of Hanson might be, should certainly be able to appreciate the depth of their knowledge about the industry that, in effect, chewed them up and then spit them out again when the taste of money disappeared. Hanson though, are not discouraged, maintaining that they’re willing to do whatever it takes to remain a band. “It’s do-able but it’s hard,” Issac sighs. “And the industry as a whole is certainly not making it easier. Because in the past there was a little bit more, even in the 90’s, there was a little bit more of this kind of gradual scale, Little bit better local support, little bit better regional support – it was a little bit easier to kind of have a bit of a niche thing with the radio station.”

If Hanson, whom to most people represent the pinnacle of disposable teen-pop, can demonstrate the integrity and courage to block out the naysayers and forge ahead with what they love – then there is hope for the music industry yet. One of the most striking things about Hanson is that they seem diligently willing to prove themselves to anyone who might have the gall to pre-judge them. Music professionals have known for decades that artists are at their best when they still have something to prove – so why not apply that philosophy to every aspect of a music career? 

Zac, continually wearing an easy smile that shows no sign of worry or stress, explains: “As a band, [we have] always just had a mindset of...’we’ll find a way.’ I mean, obviously part of the reason why we formed so young was because we’re brothers, but there’s also an element of that where we all have a drive to…find fans, no matter what the situation. I think we are the type of guys who would say, ‘you know what, we’re going to find a way through this.’ That’s why we did submit 80 songs and spent that long trying to find a way through. Not just saying, we give up, or ‘fuck this.’ You know, we are a group of guys who are just going to keep pushing until we find whatever the thing is [that we’re looking for], and if we hit a brick wall, we’ll turn and go around it.”

-Ozzy Dahlstrom

