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Since hiS million-Selling debut album, Chariot—
which spawned three hits, “i don’t Want to be,” “Follow through,” 
and the title track—gavin degraw has served up a steady balance 
of radio-friendly hits with darker, more introspective material. on his 
new album, Make a Move, he steps even further outside his comfort 
zone, with a diverse collection of songs designed to suit longtime 
fans while seeking new terrain. “even with the elements of the early 
work, there are parts that are experimental,” he says. “but this time 
i felt more sure-footed about these decisions, having my audience 
there to support me.”

gavin degraw
The platinum pop-rocker learns to enjoy     
the art of collaboration  

When the band’S nameSake and 
frontman chris daughtry set out to write 
his fourth album, Baptized, he wasn’t 
expecting it to come together so quickly. 
“i started in January with the idea of 
writing these songs, doing the demos, 
and maybe getting the record out by the 
end of 2014,” says daughtry, 33. “Which 
would have meant we’d be in the studio 
right now, still recording.”

but the work was sped along by an 
unorthodox recording process. “essentially, 
i would record as i went,” he explains. “i’d 
record songs that were going to be demos, 
but we were capturing the energy right 
then and there, and they were sounding so 
incredible. the label was freaking out over 
them, and i felt these songs were too good. 
i felt they needed to be heard now.”

Seven years—and three albums—after 
daughtry first burst onto the scene as a 

competitor on american idol, the change 
of pace was especially welcome. From 
the earliest planning stages, daughtry 
wanted to approach Baptized differently. 
“there’s a comfort level that takes place 
that almost allows you to keep recycling 
or repeating yourself—and i didn’t want 
that,” he says. “i wanted to shake it up. 
after writing three records, you tend to sit 
and go, ‘i don’t even know what the hell i 
want to write about.’”  

daughtry brought in a new team of 
co-songwriters, including megahit-makers 
claude kelly, martin Johnson and former 
idol judge kara dioguardi. the new 
partnerships offered a fresh perspective as 
well as a confidence boost. in particular, 
his initial writing sessions with kelly were a 
springboard that determined the course of 
the album. “claude was actually one of the 
first people i worked with for this record,” he 

says. “We wrote ‘broken arrows’ first, and 
then we wrote ‘baptized,’ and i remember 
thinking at the time it was the best song i’d 
ever written. i walked out of that session 
feeling like i’d just written the best thing ever. 
and at the end of the writing for this record, 
they still stood out as some of my favorite 
songs. i always felt after writing ‘baptized’ 
that it should be the name of the album.”

With renewed energy, daughtry also 
embraced a new approach to writing 
lyrics. “We wanted this record to be more 
picturesque,” he says. “i wanted it to be less 
about ‘i’m feeling this’ or ‘i’m feeling that,’ 
but rather i wanted the stories to really be 
visual. certain songs have a bit of humor to 
them, and i’ve never really done that before. 
i’m actually not a doom-and-gloom guy. 
People don’t know that about me because 
everything has been so serious.” 

–Amanda Farah

Robin diaz, brian craddock, chris daughtry, 
Josh Steely, Josh Paul, elvio Fernandes 

daughTry   
The former Idol rocker picks up the pace           
on his latest set 
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To beaT The sophomore slump, The 
first step for sleeper agent was to retreat. 
“In the summer of 2012, we spent a week 
in a cabin in the mountains of Kentucky and 
recorded,” says guitarist Tony smith. “We 
cut ourselves off like Thoreau—no internet, 
no cellphones. We cooked dinner every night 

and just had a great time. actual recording in 
the studio started in November, and it took 
forever. but we finally got it done.”

For their second album, About Last 
Night, the alt-rock band bumped up to 
the majors, signing with rCa. They also 
expanded their lineup to a sextet in the studio. 

“The first time it was only the drummer, 
Justin [Wilson], and [singer] alex [Kandel] 
and I in the studio, overlaying tracks and 
just going with our gut,” says smith. “This 
time around, we added the other members. 
It was a full band process instead of just 
being a couple of people in a room. We 
gave it to them, and they really expanded it.”

Jay Joyce, who produced sleeper 
agent’s debut album, Celabrasion, 
returned to helm About Last Night. several 
tracks were also produced by eric bass, 
despite initial reservations following a failed 
songwriting session. “We went to l.a. and 
wrote a song with him, and it wasn’t the 
best thing in the world,” says smith. “but 
we wound up developing a good friendship. 
he’s in a totally different world than we 
are—he comes from a heavy rock world with 
shinedown. before getting to know him, it 
was like, ‘how is this going to work?’ but 
he totally just loves music and is really into 
indie rock and alternative.”

as the primary songwriter for sleeper 
agent, smith has learned to make time 
to write new songs on the go, thanks to 
a childhood habit and his phone. “I was 
always notorious as a child to hum all the 
time and make drumming noises with my 
mouth,” he says. “With smartphones, you 
have a personal recorder on you at all times. 
You find a minute to sing a melody into 
your phone and save it for later and then 
work on it.”

lyrically, About Last Night expands 
on themes from Celebrasion, but ultimately 
smith feels the tunes are more reflective. 
“The first record was about youth and 
college, having a party, and just being 
young and wild. The second album’s kind 
of the morning after.”

–Amanda Farah

a New York native who splits his time between l.a. and 
Nashville, DeGraw returned to the studio re-energized by the 
success of his 2011 album, Sweeter. It was his first to feature 
collaborations with outside writers. once leery of relinquishing 
artistic control, DeGraw learned to expand his creative horizons by 
working with ace hit-makers like ryan Tedder and busbee. “on my 
first few albums, I was adamant about being the only writer,” says 
DeGraw, 36. “but I was fortunate to have success with co-writing 
on Sweeter. It opened my mind and made me more comfortable 
with the concept, as opposed to being this hermit singer-songwriter. 
Co-writing is something not to be feared, but to be celebrated.”

even DeGraw’s stint competing on abC’s Dancing With the 
Stars last year reinforced the concept of teamwork. he credits his 
recent partnerships for “getting more and more out of me, like a 
magician taking a hat and pulling out a never-ending rope. There 

are all of these different colors that appear.” Working with other 
artists encouraged him to share a kaleidoscope of emotions. “In 
some ways I feel like it became more personal,” he says. “These 
collaborators forced me to go that deep. The feeling is that they 
held me accountable and brought out this reflection of me. I could 
be more audacious and confess certain things.” 

While his work in the recording studio is important, DeGraw 
always keeps an eye on his live show. after hitting the road with Train 
in early 2013, he’s now embarking on a run of solo dates. “When 
you’re building your repertoire, you always visualize what kind of live 
show it’ll be,” he says. “having a diverse collection of songs allows you 
to put on different shows. You can take each audience and change 
the vibe.” some songs lend themselves to acting out and having 
this whole stage delivery. It’s all about what’s right for the song.” 

–Blake Boldt

sleeper agent
their second effort showcases broader themes 
and a bigger band 
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