Q&A

By Alan S. Bergman

"I've been asked to do an album for a label. What are the things I need to know when presented with a contract?"

One important issue is whether the deal is an exclusive agreement for more than one album or whether it is what we call a "One Off," which is just one album on a non-exclusive basis. Certainly, if you are asked to record an album, with the label having options for subsequent albums, you should consult an attorney. Most small label contracts are much simpler than major label deals and you'd be surprised at how much information you can get in a one hour meeting with an experienced music business attorney. With a One Off, although the long term commitment is less, you should at least make sure that you are not responsible for any costs. 

Also, make sure you have some control of the creative process and the use of your name and likeness in conjunction with this record, and most importantly, if you have contributed any original compositions to the album, that you don't assign any of your publishing interest and you receive publishing "mechanical" royalties, preferably at the full statutory rate. Record royalties is a complex issue which we'll deal with by itself in a later article, but as a general rule you should share, in some way, in all income generated by these masters.

"How Do I Get The Label To Advertise and Promote My CD More?"

This is a common question and it's voiced by all artists or their representatives, from the solo classical pianist who does the album of Chopin Etudes, all the way up to the high powered managers and publicity agents who represent artists at the level of Michael Jackson and Billy Joel. No artist ever thinks that any record company does enough, even when they spend hundreds of thousands of dollars. Of course that is not the case with jazz artists recording for small labels, so I've chosen this topic as the second in webpage article series. 

If your label is independently distributed, that means it could be distributed by a national distributor, like Koch or REP, or use a combination of regional or even local distributors. The national distributors certainly have a bigger stake in a label and its artists than a distributor who only has a limited territory, and it's more likely that a national distributor will organize co-op ads with major retailers. Co-op advertising means that the distributor will pay for a store ad and split the cost among the labels whose records are appearing in the ad. Trade ads, like JazzTimes and Downbeat, are also important, but many smaller labels can't afford these ads and when they do take them, they usually feature several artists. Therefore, from a co-op advertising point of view, you are better off with a national independent. 

But, advertising is only one form of marketing.  The other major areas are press, retail and radio. Retail marketing is done by the label either directly or through consultants hired on an independent basis, who call retail outlets, chains and independents. They ask if the record was received, was it stocked, what bin it's in, is it being displayed and is it being played in the store. Maybe the artist is coming into the area and would the store want to arrange a special poster in the window? This type of one on one contact is effective and cheaper than advertising, and it's very important to be able to coordinate this with the artist's personal appearances. 

Press is a very important way to promote jazz albums. Reviews in magazines like JazzTimes, Downbeat and Jazziz are essential, provided the review is a good one. Most of these magazines won't even review a record they don't really like, preferring to ignore rather than pan it. Aside from reviews, articles in newspapers, magazines and on public or even commercial TV are invaluable. 

Radio marketing is done by consultants who supervise the sending of records to selected stations and follow up with calls to keep the interest level high and get valuable feedback for the label. 

If effective marketing is critical to success, how then do we get the label to focus on our own record? First, they have to like it. Personal taste is always a factor. Another important factor is what I call "The Story." An artist is most marketable when he is a high visibility performer and has a new album with great reviews. But, he also needs a story to separate his CD from the many fine CDs released every month. Joshua Redman is a perfect example of an artist with a story, and Joshua's recordings were marketed to perfection. Other artists with a story include Wallace Roney (and the Miles Davis trumpet) and Joe Lovano because he is so atypical. Therefore, in answer to the question "What can turn a label on?" One answer is, it's The Story that can turn them on as well, of course, as the music. 

How can you be effective in this system? First, you can try to negotiate some sort of marketing commitment in your contract, either a dollar amount or some other commitment like a mailing or an ad. This unfortunately is rarely possible with a small label. However. you could negotiate the right to a substantial number of free records with more available at a low price, which you can use for promotion or to sell at your gigs. 

One thing you should be able to expect from the label is information. You want to know who the distributor is and how many records they initially distribute on a national basis. If they can get two to three thousand copies into the stores initially that's good. You want to know how many records were distributed, and if possible, where they went. That information is made available by the distributor to the label. The label rarely passes it on to the artist, but a good personal relationship with the label can certainly help. That way, you will at least know whether the branch of the chain in the area where you will be playing actually bought records. You can, then assume the responsibility to take that one step further and contact the store or the label representative for the area and pursue some tie in with your gig. 

International Promotion: independent jazz labels in the United States have very little international presence. There are hundreds of albums released outside the United Stales on independent labels resident in those territories and even major U.S. labels like Blue Note and Verve have stiff competition in getting their jazz artists released in Europe and Japan. Some artists on small labels retain the rights to their albums outside of the United States and try and place their records with European labels directly. This is easier to do when you have paid for the album and merely license it to a label. You don't even really need a label licensee abroad. You can sell finished records to distributors, or even retailers abroad, and if you can buy records cheap enough you can make some money as well as get exposure. 

A well marketed album really is essential for the jazz artist. You can't play in major clubs, like the Blue Note or Village Vanguard, unless you have a current record. But even with this entree into the major club scene much of the marketing effort is still up to you and the people you hire. If you are prepared to go out-of-pocket for promotion, then rather than pay for an ad, you'd be better off contributing toward the cost of a press or radio promotion person. There are specialty radio people in all formats and the IAJE Convention is a good place to find them. You make an investment in marketing your career as a performer, and if your label can't or won't do it, you should be prepared to do the same as a recording artist. 

Lastly, alternative forms of marketing, like your own webpage, are certainly a promising outlet and Jazz Corner is a prime resource, as evidenced by the many jazz artists who have made it their base in space. In a subsequent article, I'll discuss the economics of a small jazz label which will give you a better idea of the income and expense balance of a small label, but suffice it to say, at the level of a small, independently distributed label it is definitely a cooperative effort.
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