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Sound Design and the Director Resources 

 
General Music Reference 
 

All Music Guide, 4th Edition Chris Woodstra et al, 2001   The mother 
of all music reference books.  The All Music Guide was first published in 1992 
and has since become an indispensable buying & reference tool.  With nearly 
2,000 pages of text, few other book can compare in scope, detail and authority.  
Rating and reviewing over 20,000 CDs from over 4,000 artists in 16 different 

musical genres, it gives artist bios and discographies as well.   From blues and jazz to rap, 
reggae and beyond (though not classical music), this is probably the one volume you need to 
get first.  You can also find and purchase earlier editions online very cheaply (though this 
edition is listed on amazon.com for as little as $.30 plus shipping).  Also look to their website 
(www.allmusic.com) for even more expansive coverage of all genres of music. 
 

The Green Book of Songs by Subject:  The Thematic Guide to 
Popular Music  Jeff Green, Professional Desk References, 2002  
This is a one-of-a-kind music reference book, listing over 35,000 songs 
classified in almost 1,800 logical categories, with a cross-referenced subject 
index.  Need a song about marriage?  Or horses?  Or Saturday night?  You'll 
find them all here.  The only problem with this book is that it has not been 
updated in ten years.  Currently out of print and going for as little as one 

cent plus shipping on amazon.com. 
 

Hit Singles:  Top 20 Charts from 1954 to the Present Day, 7th edition  
Dave McAleer, Carlton Books, 2010.  I recommend this book over the 
more popular Billboard Book of Top 40 Hits primarily because it lists both U.S. 
and U.K. hit singles.  This lists Top 20 charts on facing pages, month by month, 
showing how rock and pop developed on each side of the Atlantic.  Fully 
updated, it has songs listings, important facts such as artist's name and 
nationality, current and previous month's chart position, record label, weeks on 

the chart, and simultaneous position on the other side of the pond.  Twelve bucks online. 
 

The Billboard Book of Top 40 Hits, 1955-2009, 9th Edition  Joel 
Whitburn, Billboard Books, 2009.  The other option.  Offers complete 
and authoritative chart information on the most popular songs and artists to 
reach the top 40 positions on Billboard’s Hot 100 chart from 1955 to 2009.  
Each entry lists biographical info, followed by the date the single reached the 
Top 40, the single’s highest position on the chart, the number of weeks it 

remained there, and label/catalog information.  Other sections – record holders, top artists by 
decade and #1 singles 1955-2009 help make this 912-page book an indispensable reference. 

 
Billboard's Hottest Hot 100 Hits, 4th Edition  Fred Bronson, 
Billboard Books, 2007.  A fully-revised & updated edition of a classic music 
reference book on the most popular songs of our times.  Filled with fascinating 
facts and figures, it has the top songs of every year from 1955-2007, plus bios, 
record company info, and a list of the 5,000 top songs of the rock era. 
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Blues 
 
All Music Guide to the Blues:  The Definitive Guide to the Blues, 3rd 
Edition   Backbeat Books, 2003  Complete, concise, authoritative and fully 
updated to reflect today's revitalized blues world, this latest edition reviews and 
rates 8,900 recordings in all major styles across the blues map -- from Delta 
blues to Louisiana, Memphis, Chicago, Texas and beyond; from classic female 

singers to jump blues, blues slide guitar, blues in jazz, Dixieland, zydeco, soul blues, blues-
rock, modern acoustic and electric blues.  Over 1,200 artist profiles, plus historical essays, 
supplemental "music maps," charting the roots and evolution of the blues, its various styles, 
instruments used, key artists and more.  Also includes 30 "top lists" recommending the best 
albums for each blues style -- essential for starting or expanding a great record collection.  
Highly recommended.  Out of print, but available online for about $15. 

 
The Penguin Guide to Blues Recordings  Tony Russell, Chris Smith, 
Penguin, 2006.   Like most of the Penguin guides, this can be a bit snobbish 
and thoroughly British in perspective.  But at over a 1,000 pages of expert 
coverage, this informative and insightful guide makes a very useful companion 
to the All Music Guide referenced above.  Covers more than a thousand blues 

artists from Charley Patton to Stevie Ray Vaughan.  Out of print, but selling online for $10. 
 

MusicHound Blues:  The Essential Album Guide  Leland Rucker, Tim 
Schuller, Schirmer, 2002  Good but needing an update, this guide covers the 
gamut of regional and historical blues styles.  Reviews and ratings of the work of 
over 600 blues artists from Bessie Smith and Robert Johnson to Kenny Wayne 
Shepherd and Gillian Welch.  Available at amazon.com used for a few dollars. 

 
The Rough Guide to Blues  Nigel Williamson, Rough Guides, 2007  
Another in the excellent Rough Guide to Music series, covering all the Blues 
masters from B.B. King to Robert Johnson.  Again, the coverage is far less extensive 
than the All Music, Penguin or MusicHound Guides.  Recommended. 
 
The Rough Guide to Blues 100 Essential CDs  Greg Ward, Rough 
Guides, 2000   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential CDs” series published by 
the good people at Rough Guides, these titles are a blueprint for a great record 
collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 recordings from acknowledged blues 
classics to those that deserve to be.  Each little book is a condensed history of the 

musical genre it explores.  Out of print. 
 
Classical 
 

All Music Guide to Classical Music:  The Definitive Guide to 
Classical Music  Chris Woodstra et al, Backbeat Books, 2005  Here 
are the stats:  500 composers, 800 performers, 4,000 descriptions of 
composers' works and 12,000 recordings recommended by All Music Guide 
editors.  A comprehensive (1,600+ pages) reference source which will provide a 
great companion volume to the Penguin and Gramophone guides.  Highly 

recommended (and available used at amazon.com for a couple of dollars). 
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The Penguin Guide to Recorded Classical Music 2010:  The Key 
Classical Recordings on CD, DVD and SACD  Ivan March et al, 
Penguin, 2009  The Penguin Guide has served as the reference bible for  
buying classical recordings for decades but has lost some of its cache in the 
past ten years due to stiff competition from other sources as well as changes 
in its methodology of listing and rating recordings.  That said, it remains a 

primary first purchase for anyone looking to find the best recordings in the classical field, 
covering far more recordings in its 1,600+ pages than any other guide.  Highly recommended.  
(Unfortunately out of print and going for far too much used.  Look for earlier editions!) 
 

The Gramophone Classical Music Guide 2012  James Jolly, 
Gramophone Publications, 2011  Speaking of stiff competition, this is it.  
Gramophone magazine has been the source of great reviews of new classical 
recordings for 85 years, and this volume gathers those reviews -- 3,000 of them 
over 1,400+ pages -- into one place.  An unparalleled roster of critics offering 
authoritative opinions from the most obscure repertoire to the most popular.  

Many feel that this has superceded the Penguin Guide in quality and comprehensiveness.  
Highly recommended.   
 

Classical Music:  Third Ear:  The Essential Listening Companion  
Alexander Morin, Backbeat Books, 2001  Morin and 50+ other 
contributors cover some 500 composers over 1,100 pages.  What makes this 
different from the Penguin or Gramophone volumes are the assessments of 
individual composer's work and historical significance which precede each 
entry.  Fascinating and readable, this provides a terrific contrast to the other 
major guides, well worth having, especially for the beginning collector.  Highly 

recommended, though in desperate need of an update as it is now a decade old.  (Available at 
amazon.com used for less than $10.) 

 
The Rough Guide to Classical Music, 5th Edition  Joe Staines, 
Rough  Guides, 2010.  Not as comprehensive as the previously listed 
references, it remains a unique handbook, spanning a thousand years of music 
from Gregorian chant via Bach and Beethoven to current leading lights such as 
Thomas Ades and Kaija Saariaho.  An interesting mix of well-known composers 
with more obscure but interesting figures, with a particular interest in 

contemporary music.  Feature boxes cover topics such as “Baroque – a style or a period?” and 
“The clarinet comes of age”, plus a new Top 10’s section with accessible introductory listings 
including Top 10 operas and symphonies.  The Rough Guides are uniformly excellent and 
always worth your time and money.  Recommended. 
 

The Rough Guide to Classical Music 100 Essential CDs  Joe Staines, 
Rough Guides, 2000   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential CDs” series 
published by the good people at Rough Guides, these titles are a blueprint for a 
great record collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 recordings from 

medieval Masses to works by contemporaries such as Judith Weir and Michael Torke.  Both a 
buyer’s guide and a who’s who, it features concise biographical sketches of 160 composers.  
Out of print, but available used online for cheap. 
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The Insider's Guide to Classical Recordings, from the Host of The 
Record Shelf  Jim Svejda, Prima Lifestyles, 1999  Highly opinionated and 
irreverent, to say the least.  Svejda has hosted the radio program The Record 
Shelf for a number of years, and his opinions range from hilarious to outrageous.  
You'll either love this book or hate it.  Reason enough, in my opinion, to buy it.  

An extremely entertaining waltz through the recorded classical repertoire.  Recommended, 
though in need of an update.  Available online used for a little more than $10. 
 

The NPR Guide to Building a Classical CD Collection:  The 350 
Essential Works  Ted Libbey, Workman, 1999  A terrific way to help you 
on the road towards building an essential CD library of the classical repertoire.  It 
includes the core 20 works for starting out, then builds from there, providing a 
thoughtful and entertaining appreciation of the most important compositions 

(and recordings) of symphonies, concertos, chamber pieces, keyboard works, sacred works 
and operas that belong in every music lover's library.  Recommended, and available at 
amazon.com used for a couple of dollars. 

 
The Essential Canon of Classical Music  David Dubal, North Point 
Press, 2003  Yet another stab at providing a “lifetime listening plan” for the 
novice or the experienced listener, this one actually succeeds.  He includes 240 
composers in five chronological sections, with lengthy biographical entries and 
substantial listening lists for the 60 major composers and brief bios and fewer 

recordings for the other 180.  A little weak on Early Music, but quite strong on the Classical, 
Romantic and Modernist eras.  Available at amazon.com used for less than $10. 
 

The New York Times Essential Library:  Classical Music, A Critic’s 
Guide to the 100 Most Important Recordings  Allan Kozinn, Times 
Books, 2004  Kozinn, a New York Times critic, argues that the “definitive” 
recording of, say, Bach’s sonatas and partitas for solo violin can be Nathan 
Milstein’s for the 70s, Gidon Kremer’s for the 80s, and Christian Tetzlaff’s for 
today, and none ever displaces the others.  Spanning music history from the 

12th century sacred songs of Hildegard of Bingen to a dozen living composers, he does an 
admirable job with a thankless task.  Available used online for a penny.  Seriously. 
 
Country 

 
All Music Guide to Country:  The Definitive Guide to Country 
Music, 2nd Edition  Backbeat Books, 2003  From old-timey to the Grand 
Ole Opry, this comprehensive volume covers all the country legends -- Johnny 
Cash, Loretta Lynn, Hank Williams, the Dixie Chicks, Wynonna Judd, Garth 
Brooks and beyond.  There are 964 pages with 10,200+ reviews and ratings for 
a wide range of country-influenced performances like Lyle Lovett, k.d. lang, 

Gram Parsons and Uncle Tupelo.  As good as it gets, highly recommended and available used 
online for under $5. 
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The Rough Guide to Country Music  Kurt Wolff, Rough Guides, 
2000  A well-researched encyclopedia of country music, organized into 14 
chapters, each discussing a type of music (hillbilly, cowboy, western swing, 
honky tonk, etc.) and tracing it from the time of its introduction to the present, 
with an overview followed by entries spotlighting the artists in alphabetical 
order.  Each entry concludes with brief reviews of recommended recordings.  

Over 250 photographs of performers and album covers with numerous sidebars covering a 
variety of topics.  One of the best of the Rough Guide music series.  Highly recommended and 
available used online for under $5. 
 

The Rough Guide to Country 100 Essential CDs  Kurt Wolff, Rough 
Guides, 2000   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential CDs” series published 
by the good people at Rough Guides, these titles are a blueprint for a great 
record collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 recordings from 
acknowledged country classics to those that deserve to be.  Each little book is a 
condensed history of the musical genre it explores.  Out of print. 

 
MusicHound Country:  The Essential Album Guide  Brian Mansfield, 
ed., Schirmer, 1997  Another one of those big MusicHound offerings, but once 
again there are problems with accuracy, completeness and taste.  Not a first 
choice, but a useful comparison to All Music and Rough Guides.  Out of print but 
available online for less than $2 (with the accompanying CD)! 

 
Definitive Country:  The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Country Music and 
Its Performers  Barry McCloud, Perigree, 1995  Starts with Cajun 
accordionist Nathan Abshire and ends with Tennessee fiddler Jess Young, with all 
the greats sandwiched in between.  Each performer's description includes stats 
and recommended albums as well as a wealth of photos.  Also included are award 

listings, agents and managers, record companies, music publishers, fan club and festival 
information, radio stations and movies.  1,100+ pages of information.  Again, quite out of date 
but available on amazon.com for under a dollar (plus shipping)! 
 
Electronica / Techno 
 

All Music Guide to Electronica:  The Definitive Guide to Electronic 
Music  Vladimir Bogdanov, Chris Woodstra et al, Backbeat Books, 
2001  The most comprehensive book of its kind to my knowledge, starting with 
electronica's dance floor origins through the dark, dystopian strains of jungle, 
profiling along the way the lives and careers of 1,200 artists, including Aphex 

Twin, the Chemical Brothers, Masters at Work, Prodigy, Massive Attack and others.  This 
guide rates and reviews, 5,000 of their recordings, also providing "music maps" charting each 
sub-genre's progression, a concise historical overview of electronica, and details on 
electronica resources -- book reviews, record labels, online mail order sources, and so on.  
Recommended.  (Out of print, but still available used on amazon.com for under $5.) 
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The Rough Guide to Techno  Tim Barr, Rough Guides, 2000  This 
pocket-size reference covers 200 crucial figures in the diverse world of techno, 
concentrating on album artists and the pioneers like Kraftwerk and Cybotron 
who paved them way for them.  Provides essential, hard-to-find details for any 
fan, including biographies and inclusive discographies.  Organized 
alphabetically, with entries on artists, producers, sub-genres and other 

essentials.  Available used online for under $5. 
 

The Rough Guide to House Music  Sean Bidder, Rough Guides, 
1999  A unique, pocket handbook to the world’s most incessant dancefloor 
groove, featuring all the key players  and hottest labels from the music’s disco 
roots and Chicago birth to its Acid House manifestation and worldwide 
diversification.  Focuses on the origins of the music and its central sub-
genres:  acid house, garage, deep house and progressive house.  Career 

biographies of more than 160 producers, artists and DJs and discographies for each entry. 
 
Film, Television & Stage Music 

 
MusicHound Soundtracks:  The Essential Album Guide to Film, 
Television & Stage Music  Didier C. Deutsch, Music Sales Corp., 1999  
The bible for soundtrack collectors, it is also fairly good in its coverage of 
Broadway shows and television soundtracks.  At 850+ pages, it is fairly 
comprehensive, particularly in its coverage of film music up to the end of the 

Nineties.  Badly needs an update.  Highly recommended.  (Available used at amazon.com for 
under $1.00!) 
 

Lights, Camera, Soundtracks:  The Ultimate Guide to Popular 
Music in the Movies Martin C. Strong, Canongate, 2008  A 
comprehensive survey (900+ pages!) of more than 2,000 rock-and-roll movies, 
musicals and performance films.  The author provides an authoritative, 
complete and critical review of each film and accompanying soundtrack, lists of 

actors, directors and musicians involved, a synopsis, ratings and track lists.  Looks to be out 
of print, but still available used online for less than a dollar!  
 

The Theatermania Guide to Musical Theater Recordings  Michael 
Portaniere, Back Stage Books, 2004  The first ever comprehensive guide 
to musical theater recordings, this covers the entire history of musical theater 
from Jerome Kern and the Gershwins to Bernstein and Sondheim.  There are 
capsule reviews and ratings of more than 1, 000 theater recordings of the past 
60 years, organized alphabetically, containing background information on the 

show, cast information, record label, catalog number, whether the recording is currently in 
print and an overall rating of one to five stars.  Already out of print and in need of an update, 
it’s available used online for one penny plus shipping.  Highly recommended. 
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Folk / Americana / Roots / Alt-Country 
 

MusicHound Folk:  The Essential Album Guide  Neal Walters, Brian 
Mansfield, Music Sales Corp., 1998  One might quibble about the definition 
of "folk" as far as this guide is concerned (ranging from folk-rock and country 
through bluegrass and the blues to Celtic music – no Weavers, but includes B.B. 
King!), but this is a fairly nice overview of the genre, covering Sixties folk artists, 

acoustic guitarists, bluegrass, modern Americana, some gospel, even some Hawaiian music, 
and more.   One of the only music reference guides focused solely on Folk music.  
Recommended, though in need of an update.  Available online used for less than $5. 
 

No Depression:  An Introduction to Alternative Country Music.  
Whatever That Is.  Grant Alden, Dowling Press, 1998  Ripped from the 
pages of No Depression magazine, this odd volume covers cowpunchers, folkies, 
Bakersfield sound revivalists, and anyone else too old, too loud or too eccentric 
for country radio.  Particularly useful are the discographies, as well as the listing 
of the "101 most influential" alternative country music albums in print.  Highly 

recommended, out of print, and available on amazon.com used for under $5. 
 

Modern Twang:  An Alternative Country Music Guide and Directory.  
David Goodman, Dowling Press, 1999  Patterned after Ira Robbin's 
successful Trouser Press record guides, this volume focuses on the alt.country 
movement, its history and its many offshoots.  Offers capsule reviews of more 
than 500 artists, discographies, listings of compilation CDs, including such 

foundation artists as the Byrds, Dylan, Neil Young, Gram Parsons and Emmylou Harris.  Also 
has info on internet sources, radio and television outlets and live venues.  Insightful and 
readable, this is an invaluable resource for the fan of American roots music.  Out of date and 
out of print, but available at amazon.com used for less than a dollar. 
 
Jazz / Swing 

 
All Music Guide to Jazz, 4th Edition  Backbeat Books, 2002  1,400 
pages of reviews and ratings for more than 20,000 recordings by over 1,700 
musicians – from New Orleans jazz to bebop, fusion and beyond.  "Music Maps" 
chart the evolution of jazz instruments, plus the influence of significant players, 
vocalists and sidemen.  Like the other volumes in the All Music series, this one is 

serious, comprehensive and well-written.  This and the Penguin Guide are the two volumes to 
get.  Highly recommended, though sorely in need of an update. 
 

The Penguin Guide to Jazz Recordings, 9th Edition Richard Cook, 
Brian Morton, Penguin, 2008  This giant (1,600 pages!) updated edition of 
this long-running title  features more than 14,000 reviews of CDs and 400 new 
artist entries.  The reviews range from very short to extensive, multi-paragraph 
descriptions of the album's history, reception, and individual songs.  The 
authors are clearly devout jazz historians and the character of the entries is as 

much admiring as it is strictly factual.  An important feature is the "Core Collection" 
selections, recordings considered essential for a basic jazz library which are printed in bold 
type and described in great detail.   Highly recommended. 
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The Rough Guide to Jazz, 3rd edition  Ian Carr et al, Rough Guides, 
2004  Another terrific update of one of the best Rough Guides to Music, this 
provides a good companion volume to the All Music and Penguin Guides.  The 
appendix is essentially a series of highly idiosyncratic mini-essays on terms such 
as "blues," "swing," "fusion," and so forth.  The authors, much like the Penguin 

Guide, are British and show occasional prejudices.  But these 944 pages contain pithy, useful 
and entertaining entries which will help you choose intelligently.  Recommended.   (The 2nd 
edition is available at amazon.com used for less than $3.00.) 
 

The Rough Guide to Jazz 100 Essential CDs  Digby Fairweather and 
Brian Priestly, Rough Guides, 2001   Part of the multi-volume “100 
Essential CDs” series published by the good people at Rough Guides, these titles 
are a blueprint for a great record collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 
recordings from old and new, mainstream and avant-garde.  Some key figures 
(Miles Davis, Louis Armstrong, Charlie Parker) get two entries each, but for the 

most par it’s one per artist.  Out of print. 
 

The Rolling Stone Jazz and Blues Album Guide  John Swenson, Random 
House, 1999  Quirky, maddeningly incomplete, at times infuriating.  Worth having, 
no doubt, but a bit of a botched job compared to these other volumes. They definitely 
did a better job with rock and roll, as you might expect.  Not a first recommendation, 
but available used on amazon.com for less than $5. 

 
MusicHound Jazz:  The Essential Album Guide  Nancy Ann Lee, 
Schirmer, 1998  A 1,390-page tome, comparable to All Music Guide in scope, 
but with the usual littering of mistakes, omissions and oversights.  No guide is 
perfect, and this one stacks up to Penguin and All Music better than most.  Some 
might argue for it as a 2nd or 3rd choice.  Recommended.  (Out of print, out of 

date, but available on amazon.com used for under a dollar.) 
 

Jazz on Record – The First Sixty Years  Scott Yanow, Backbeat, 2003  
The years 1895-1976 are divided into 10 chapters, with each chapter exploring that 
period’s groundbreaking events as well as its various mainstream and revival jazz 
movements.  Covers all the most important available recordings by virtually all of 
the significant jazz musicians and singers through six decades of music.  Available 

used online for less than $10. 
 

MusicHound Swing!:  The Essential Album Guide  Steve Knopper, 
Music Sales Corp., 1999  An ambitious volume that attempts to cover the "old 
swing" bands of the thirties and forties as well as the "neo-swing" groups that 
emerged in the nineties, and succeeding to a remarkable degree.  If you're drawn to 
the big beat of Glenn Miller or the Brian Setzer Orchestra, you'll dig this volume, 

cats!  On amazon.com for less than three bucks!  Recommended. 
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Swing:  Third Ear - The Essential Listening Companion  Scott Yanow, 
Miller Freeman, 2000  Considerably more updated than the MusicHound 
Swing volume, this too takes a stab at covering both classic swing bands of the 
yesteryear as well as the neo-swing bands of today.  This is the debut title in 
Miller Freeman's "Third Ear" series, and uses a unique organizational approach.  

Instead of a simple A-Z layout, they've opted to class the more than 500 entries by musical 
specialty -- trumpeters, guitarists, female vocalists, etc. -- presenting reviews and ratings for 
1,500 recordings.  An excellent companion to the MusicHound volume.  Recommended, and 
dirt cheap used online (under a dollar). 
 
Lounge / Easy Listening / Outsider 
 

Elevator Music:  A Surreal History of Muzak, Easy-Listening, and 
Other Moodsong, Revised and Expanded Edition  Joseph Lanza, 
University of Michigan Press, 2004  Pop culture critic Lanza's willfully 
eccentric account of the history of mood music covers artists ranging from 
Lawrence Welk to Brian Eno.  The definitve exploration of a very misunderstood 

genre.  Lively examinations of everything from Percy Faith and Mantovani to ambient 
composers of today.  Highly recommended. 
 

MusicHound Lounge:  The Essential Album Guide to Martini Music 
and Easy Listening  Steve Knopper, Musichound, 1998  From Abba to 
Zamfir, this book covers the territory of lounge, exotica, easy listening, and 
sometimes just plain weird cocktail music.  Again, like so many of the 
MusicHound series, there are serious omissions, and the book is in desperate 

need of an update.  But certainly one of the best of its kind.  Recommended, and can be had 
used online for a couple of dollars. 
 

Incredibly Strange Music, Volumes I and II (Re/Search 
#14/15)  V. Vale, Andrea Juno Re/Search Publications, 1993-
94  The editors of these amazing, mind-blowing volumes obviously 
have a mania for kitschy LP records of the '50s, '60s and '70s, and have 
put together these two lovely volumes for like-minded crazies.  Includes 

interviews as well as album reviews and lots of fun photos.  Ranges from Martin Denny's 
faux-Hawaiian exotica to Gershon Kingsley's Moog synthesizer hits, from surf to stripper 
music.  Weird and wonderful.  Both volumes are available on amazon.com for less than $10 
each.  Highly recommended. 
 

Songs in the Key of Z:  The Curious Universe of Outsider Music  
Irwin Chusid, Chicago Review Press, 2000  Exploring this very strange 
sub-genre, Chusid -- a radio personality on WFMU in Hoboken, NJ -- profiles 
20 darlings of dissonance.  From Tiny Tim and Captain Beefheart to the 
Shaggs, Wesley Willis and Daniel Johnston, this will open your mind and ears 
to a whole world of music you may not have known existed.  Be careful, it's 

addictive (and frightening).  And you must get the two CDs that were made to accompany this 
book.  That will make it all oh so real.  Highly recommended, and get it used online for $5. 
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New Music 
 

New Sounds:  A Listener’s Guide to New Music, 1987.  For directors and 
sound designers looking for unusual music, this may be the most important book 
you could buy, even though it is 25 years old.  Because it will introduce you to John 
Schaefer, who has hosted WNYC’s radio series New Sounds since 1982 (and 
currently hosts Soundcheck on that same station).  New Sounds was the show to 
introduce “modern music” to a large radio audience – electronic and acoustic, 

experimental ensembles, Minimalism, ethnic influences, contemporary classical, radical 
extensions of the human voice, invented instruments, and the surprising evolution of rock.  
And he was way ahead of the curve on all of this.  (Best of all, nearly 3500 episodes of the 
radio show are archived online for your listening pleasure.)  More than 2,000 critical 
discographies are included.  Very highly recommended. 
 
Opera 
 

The Metropolitan Opera Guide to Recorded Opera  Paul Gruber, 
Norton, 1993  These 782 pages were written by people dedicated to opera who 
listen to recordings with practiced and critical ears and who know – and can 
either recommend or trash – almost every recording available.  Unfortunately, as 
is the case with the Penguin Guide, this almost 20-year old volume is just as 

desperately in need of an update.  Still a top choice in the field, and available at amazon.com 
used for a penny plus shipping.  Recommended. 
 

The Penguin Guide to Opera on Compact Discs  Edward Greenfield, 
Ivan March, Robert Layton, Penguin, 1993  Although ridiculously out of date 
at this point, this is still a valuable reference for finding the most important opera 
recordings up through the early Nineties.  Opinionated and passionate about the 
art form, the editors are truly aficionados and can lead the novice to a slew of great 

CDs that are still in print.  Recommended, and available at amazon.com used for one penny! 
 

The Rough Guide to Opera, 4th Edition  Matthew Boyden, Rough 
Guides, 2007  This volume in the Rough Guide music series features 
biographical sketches of some 150 composers from Claudio Monteverdi to Poul 
Ruders, animating the main events of their careers and revealing their social and 
musical context.  In its 768 pages there are comprehensive reviews of over a 

thousand CD's from recent digital releases to the best historical recording.  Recommended.  
Earlier editions are available for as little as a penny used online. 

 
The New York Times Essential Library:  Opera, A Critic’s Guide to 
the 100 Most Important Works and the Best Recordings  Anthony 
Tommasini, Times Books, 2004   The intelligent and articulate chief 
music critic for The New York Times supplies a wonderfully helpful and 
engaging collection of three-page essays on his choices for the 100 most 
significant operas, and appends what he feels are the best recordings.  Not a 
first choice, but smart, insightful, and available online used for less than $1. 
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The Rough Guide to Opera 100 Essential CDs  Matthew Boydon, 
Rough Guides, 1999   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential CDs” series 
published by the good people at Rough Guides, this volume discusses 100 key 
works by seminal figures in the opera world, from Claudio Monteverdi’s Orfeo to 

Harrison Birtwistle’s Gawain, recommending first choice CDs that are unlikely to go out of 
print.  The book itself, however, is already out of print but can be found online for pennies. 
 
Rock / Metal / Alternative / Punk 

 
All Music Guide to Rock:  The Definitive Guide to Rock, Pop, and 
Soul, 3rd Edition Chris Woodstra et al, Backbeat Books, 2002  The All 
Music Guide website (www.allmusic.com) has been a looming presence on the 
internet for years, and this volume is a keystone in it published series of music 
reference books.  Thirteen hundred pages covering more than 2,200 artists and 

groups and reviewing 14,000+ great albums, ranging from mainstream to alternative 
(including bootlegs, import-only releases, out-of-print recordings, etc.)  A massive 
undertaking, certainly not without flaws (too many "best of" compilations, not enough 
coverage of pre-1980's work), but still one of the essential rock reference books.  Many folks 
argue that the 1995 edition was best – online for less than dollar!  Highly recommended. 
 

MusicHound Rock:  The Essential Album Guide  Gary Graff et al, 
Music Sales Corp., 2000  Deeply flawed and outdated at this point, this 
remains a compelling volume in the MusicHound series.  Lots of bad calls on 
artists who deserve better, it covers nearly 2,000 artists on the Rock and Pop 
scene.  Not nearly as comprehensive or well-researched as All Music Guide, this 

would qualify more as a 2nd or 3rd recommendation.  Available used online for under $5. 
 
The New Rolling Stone Album Guide, 4th Edition  Nathan Brackett, 
ed., Fireside, 2004  Unlike many other volumes, when Rolling Stone puts out 
a new edition of this book, the material is almost all new.  So this is an entirely 
different book from the previous (1992) edition, which was entire different from 
its two predecessors (both of which are available at amazon.com used for less 

than a dollar).  Good writing, baffling omissions, definitely worth having for its less-then-
comprehensive look at rock history.  Recommended, and used on amazon.com for under $10. 
 

The Rough Guide to Rock:  The Definitive Guide to More Than 1,200 
Artists and Bands, 3rd Edition  Peter Buckley, Rough Guides, 2003  
Written by fans rather than professional critics, this provides a fascinating 
contrast to volumes such as Rolling Stone, M usicHound or All Music.  Some 
would argue that this is more authentic in its populist approach.  Some would 
argue that there are ridiculous omissions.  In any case, more than a thousand 

bands and 5,000 recordings are reviewed in these 1,000-plus pages.  Definitely worth a look.  
Recommended.  (Available at amazon.com used for less than a dollar). 
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The Rough Guide to Rock 100 Essential CDs  Al Spicer, Rough 
Guides, 1999   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential CDs” series published 
by the good people at Rough Guides, these titles are a blueprint for a great 
record collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 recordings from 100 bands 
and artists, ranging from the zillion sellers to the willfully obscure.  Out of print. 

 
The Trouser Press Guide to New Wave Records  Ira 
A. Robbins, Fireside, 1983  The New Trouser Press 
Record Guide  Ira A. Robbins, Crowell, 1989  Trouser 
Press Record Guide  Ira A. Robbins, Collier, 1991  
The Trouser Press Guide to 90's Rock  Ira A. 

Robbins, Fireside, 1997   Trouser Press was a rock and roll 
magazine started in New York in 1974 as a mimeographed fanzine by Ira Robbins and others.  
Initially focused on British bands and artists, it gradually shifted focus to punk and new wave, 
but ceased publication in 1984.  As a concept, Trouser Press continued to evolve after the 
death of the magazine.  In 1983, The Trouser Press Guide to New Wave Records was 
published, and was sufficiently popular for four more substantially updated editions, with 
varying titles and publishers, to be issued over the years, culminating in 1997’s The Trouser 
Press Guide to 90’s Rock.  This final edition featured all-new entries on over 2,000 bands and 
reviews of approximately 8,500 records and CDs, and is generally considered to be the 
definitive critical overview of the 90’s alternative music scene.  The contents of all five 
volumes are currently available on the Trouser Press website, which has expanded to more 
than 3,000 entries.  Highly recommended and available used online for pennies. 

 
Rock Albums of the '70s:  A Critical Guide  Robert 
Christgau, Da Capo, 1990  /  Christgau's Record 
Guide:  The '80s  Robert Christgau, Da Capo, 1994  
/  Christgau's Consumer Guide:  Albums of the 
'90s  Robert Christgau, St. Martin's Griffin, 2000  

These three volumes by the senior editor and chief music critic at the 
Village Voice are a joy to read.  His opinions are informed and infuriating, but he is rarely off 
the mark by much.  Thousands of albums are graded from A+ to Turkey/Dud.  A rare 
pleasure.  Highly recommended and, again, very cheap online. 
 

Spin Alternative Record Guide  Eric Weisbard, Vintage, 1995  A 
fascinating guide to the world of alternative music in all its variety and weirdness, 
from the earliest influences to the latest bands (keeping in mind this was written 
15 years ago.)  But where else are you going to find the complete discographies of 
Throbbing Gristle and Jonathan Richman under the same cover?  Sixty-four 

contributors rate a wide variety of albums on a scale of one-to-ten, and an appendix offers a 
list of the top 100 alternative albums of all time.  Each entry includes a complete discography.  
What a bargain when you can get this for less than a dollar online! 

 
Metal:  The Definitive Guide:  Heavy * Thrash * Death * Black * 
Gothic * Doom * Power * Progressive  Garry Sharpe-Young, Jawbone 
Press, 2007  A comprehensive, illustrated book about the genre of Heavy Metal 
Music, with 300+ illustrations, firsthand interviews with many major metal 
musicians and detailed discographies.  Combines biography, critical analysis and 
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detailed reference sections, and avoids the traps that earlier books fell into by including non-
metal artists such as Motley Crue, Deep Purple and others. 
 

The Collector’s Guide to Heavy Metal, Volume 1:  
The Seventies  Martin Popoff, Collector’s Guide 
Publishing, 2003  The Collector’s Guide to Heavy 
Metal, Volume 2:  The Eighties  Martin Popoff, 
Collector’s Guide Publishing, 2005  The 

Collector’s Guide to Heavy Metal, Volume 3:  The Nineties  Martin Popoff, 
Collector’s Guide Publishing, 2007  The Collector’s Guide to Heavy Metal, 
Volume 4:  The ‘00s  Martin Popoff, Collector’s Guide Publishing, 2011  In the 
course of these four weighty tomes, Popoff reviews 8,000+ metal albums and CDs.  A must 
for any fan of the genre, these books will entice you, excite you, infuriate you and engulf you. 
 

The Rough Guide to Heavy Metal  Essi Berelian, Rough Guides, 2005  
As in any guide about metal, there are a number of bizarre band choices (Asia, 
Boston, Foreigner and Journey?).  That said, highlights here are career 
biographies of more than 300 bands and artists fr om the classic metal sound of 
Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin to modern offshoots like death metal, speed 

metal and thrash.  Worth a look, available used online for under $5. 
 

The Rough Guide to Punk 1  Al Spicer, 2006  This guide includes profiles 
of more than 250 artists, from legends such as the Sex Pistols and X-Ray Spex to 
contemporary stars like Green Day and Babyshambles, with critical reviews of 
landmark albums and classic singles.  Sure to cause a sneer from "true punks", 
but as a good a guide to the genre as you'll find. 

 
The Encyclopedia of Punk, rev. 2nd edition  Brian Cogan, Sterling, 
2010  Though not a typical “guide to…”, this 400-page encyclopedia does have 
discographies for many of the seminal bands, as well as entries for punk’s sub-
genres, movements, personalities, terms, labels, pioneers and svengalis.  Lots of 
iconic album covers and live-concert photos, as well as a punk time line (starting 

in 1974), a list of the 100 essential punk albums, a list of the top ten punk drummers, and 
great moments in punk television. 
 
Soul / R&B / Funk / Rap / Hip-Hop 
 

All Music Guide to Soul:  The Definitive Guide to R&B and Soul  
Vladimir Bogdanov, Chris Woodstra, Stephen Thomas Erlewine, 
Backbeat Books, 2003  Once again, All Music Guides lead the pack with a 
900-page comprehensive guide to soul and rhythm-and-blues.  With 8,500 
entertaining and informative reviews that lead you to the best recordings by more 

than 1,500 artists, this guide also features informative biographies, essays, and "music maps" 
tracing R&B's growth from its roots in blues and gospel through its flowering in Memphis and 
Motown to its many branches today.  Complete discographies note bootlegs, important out-
of-print albums and imports.  Extremely valuable and exhaustive.  Highly recommended. 
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All Music Guide to Hip-Hop:  The Definitive Guide to Rap and Hip-
Hop  Backbeat Books, 2003  Equally impressive is the All Music Guide to 
Hip-Hop and Rap, featuring over 3,100 reviews and ratings, highlighting the 
essential albums and songs from nearly 1,200 artists.  The range is vast, from 
early legends like Grandmaster Flash and Tupac to contemporary hit-makers 

like Jay-Z and Eminem.  Includes music maps charting the evolution of hip-hop, including its 
styles and biggest performers.  Available used online for less than $10. 
 

All Music Guide Required Listening Series:  Old School Rap and 
Hip-Hop  Chris Woodstra, John Bush, Stephen Thomas Erlewine, 
eds., Backbeat, 2008  With more than 500 reviews plus artist biographies 
and true tales of the birth of the art form, this is one of the few books to attempt 
to tell the story of rap and hip-hop.  Available used online for less than a dollar. 

 
The Rough Guide to Soul and R&B  Peter Shapiro, 2006  At 400 pages 
this is clearly not as comprehensive as the All Music Guide, yet like so many 
others in the Rough Guide music series, this is recommended for its intelligent 
encapsulation of the history of soul music from gospel and doo-wop, through 
funk and disco, to hip-hop and R&B.  The guide includes detailed profiles of more 

than 300 artists, from Aretha Franklin, Ray Charles and Sam Cooke to Prince, Mary J. Blige 
and Destiny's child.  A good resource.  Recommended. 
 

The Rough Guide to Soul 100 Essential CDs  Peter Shapiro, Rough 
Guides, 2000   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential CDs” series published 
by the good people at Rough Guides, these titles are a blueprint for a great 
record collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 recordings from 
acknowledged soul classics to those that deserve to be.  Each little book is a 
condensed history of the musical genre it explores.  Out of print. 

 
The Rough Guide to Hip-Hop, 2nd Edition  Peter Shapiro, Rough 
Guides, 2005  Rough Guides has revised and expanded their coverage of rap 
and hip-hop, with entries averaging 2-3 pages with photos accompanying most.  
Meticulously researched, opinionated and entertaining, if not as wide-ranging as 
All Music or MusicHound Guides.  Recommended and going for under a buck 

used online. 
 

MusicHound R&B:  The Essential Album Guide  Gary Graff et al, 
Visible Ink Press, 1998  Again, there are complaints of inaccurate information 
and omissions, but this is another fat tome from the Hound, and some might 
argue that it compares favorably to the All Music and Rough Guides.  Twelve 
years old at this point, and it attempts to cover the soul, R&B, rap and hip-hop 

fields in a mere 700+ pages.  But packed full of goodies, nonetheless.  Recommended. 
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World Music 
 

The Rough Guide to Cuban Music, Philip Sweeney, 2001.  This volume 
introduces the full range of Cuba’s varied musical traditions and tells the story of 
their greatest performers, legends like Beny More and Celina Gonzalea, alongside 
more recent stars such as Carlos Varela.  Includes features on the origins and 
development of the various musical genres, a biographical directory of over 100 

key artists, with dozens of photographs.  Also draws up some critical discographies, 
recommending the pick of each artist’s output. 
 

The Rough Guide to Irish Music  Geoff Wallis, Sue Wilson, Rough 
Guides, 2001  This deceptively small volume is packed with over 600 pages 
of information about reels, jigs, slip jigs and hornpipes.  Beginning with a 
section on the history of Irish music, the bulk of the book is devoted to a 
“who’s who”, dividing the musicians into loose categories – singers, groups, 
families, fiddlers, harpers, etc. – and providing specific information such as 

recording history, accompanying artists and recommended CD choices.  Recommended. 
 

The Rough Guide to Latin 100 Essential CDs  Sue Steward, Rough 
Guides, 2000   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential CDs” series 
published by the good people at Rough Guides,  these titles are a blueprint for 
a great record collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 recordings from 
many decades and styles of Latin music, from bossa nova to cumbias, salsa to 

boleros, Latin jazz to Cuban, tango to folkloric and just about everything else.  Out of print 
but available used online for under $3. 
 

The Rough Guide to Reggae 3  Steve Barrow, Peter Dalton, Rough 
Guides, 2004  An inexpensive but near-comprehensive way to educate yourself 
about reggae music, this guide to the hugely popular Jamaican music scene is 
profusely illustrated and well indexed.  Barrow and Dalton review and recommend 

more than 1,000 CD and vinyl selections, while providing fascinating historical tidbits, 
scholarly attention to musical detail, and a definitive treatment of reggae’s genre, artists, 
albums and songs.  Recommended. 

 
The Rough Guide to Reggae 100 Essential CDs  Steve Barrow and 
Peter Dalton, Rough Guides, 1999   Part of the multi-volume “100 
Essential CDs” series published by the good people at Rough Guides, these 
titles are a blueprint for a great record collection, containing a micro-history 
of the music, ranging from ska and rocksteady to raga and digital rhythms 
through celebrating 100 of the best all-time albums.  Out of print. 

 
Rough Guide to World Music, Volume One:  Africa & 
Middle East  Rough Guides, 2006; Volume Two, 3rd 
Edition:  Europe and Asia  Simon Broughton, Mark 
Ellingham, Rough Guides, 2009 This three-volume third 
edition (the third volume has not yet been published) is even more 
comprehensive than ever – updated and expanded, with articles on 

hundred of countries written by expert contributors, focusing on popular and roots music, 
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and discographies for each article, with biographical notes on thousands of musicals and 
reviews of their best CDs.  As one reviewer put it, “a work of lunatic scholarship indeed.”  
Highly recommended. 
 

The Rough Guide to World Music 100 Essential CDs  Simon 
Broughton, Rough Guides, 2000   Part of the multi-volume “100 Essential 
CDs” series published by the good people at Rough Guides, these titles are a 
blueprint for a great record collection, containing detailed reviews of 100 
recordings from Ravi Shankar to the Buena Vista Social Club, from Albania to 
Zimbabwe.  Out of print but available used online for less than a dollar. 

 
 


