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The Pros and Cons of Music + Business

     Music and business have been “strange bedfellows”, as Baskerville described, ever since people started trying to make money off their music.  As the music people created grew, an industry inevitably developed to support, and more importantly, to exploit it for financial gain.  The combination of music and business happened out of necessity in order to let people make a living off of their music, but with this combination came a wealth of pros and cons that has helped the music business immensely while damaging the purity of the music in the process.

     The main pro that can be found in the combination of music and business is the microcosm of people involved in one band or musician’s music.  Most musicians would be nowhere without their main business support.  This support includes a personal manager for most small bands, but can quickly grow to a network with a business manager, music attorney, booking agent, publisher, producer, and more.  Donald Passman sums up the importance of a musician having professional business support best in his book All You Need to Know About the Music Business.  In the book he examines the combination of music and business by stating how rock stars are exactly like brain surgeons in the way that they can achieve great success in their business without knowing anything about the actual business side of their industry.  Many of the top musicians of our time knew very little about copyright law or booking specifications but still were successful.  One wouldn’t be able to do this if they tried to open their own store, but thanks to the strange combination music and business have, this is entirely possible (Passman, p.3).

     Of course, having a support structure made up of people who know much more about the music business than the artist does leave a lot of opportunity for each and every one from that very support structure to take complete advantage of the artist.  This is seen most often with major labels.  The promise of worldwide success and fame will entice most young artists and cause them to unknowingly sign away the rights to their songs which, in the most extreme cases, could result in the artist not only gaining absolutely no profit after selling millions of records, but possibly even owing the label money.  We saw this in the example from class dealing with Courtney Love and Hole and Passman describes in further detail how a five member band who sells around one million albums on a major label would get approximately $1.17 of the $20 price for each CD and in the end walk away with each member pocketing $4,000 each (Passman, p.90).  This harsh reality unfortunately exists in abundance in the music business when it comes to major labels and as long as money dominates, so will this cutthroat way of thinking.

     The song itself has been turned into a business asset over the years as well.  Without songs, no one would make money so great lengths have been taken to protect the artists that write them as well as exploit the songs as tiny money making machines.  Music copyright protection was developed initially to provide a statement of ownership on a song, but they are used today mainly to help determine who gets to use it and what price they have to pay.  Music publishers are the people that collect the money and deal with all copyright issues the artist may come across and copyright protection agencies such as ASCAP and RIAA act as enforcers and make sure the artist gets all the royalties they deserve.
     This protection of artist’s rights only came to the forefront in the past couple decades and this is mainly because of the growth of music as a business.  This trend towards more artist protection is a victory for music over business and the protection only gets stronger with time with artists finding publishing income from print, synchronization, public performances, and mechanical rights (Haring, P.73).  In the end, all thought of taking advantage of artists because of lack of knowledge has all but been eliminated thanks to these protection agencies.

     There has been plenty of talk about the growing music business and everything that has come as a result so far in this paper, but recently the music business as we know it is dying.  Major labels have been notorious for bringing fear about the death of the music industry for years.  They said it with the introduction of cassette tapes, then CDs, and now digital music.  In reality, it’s really just the unwavering stubbornness of the major labels against changing their ways that is the real problem.  Indie labels from Sub Pop to Asthmatic Kitty have already found success through digital distribution and now that major labels are seeing profits from services such as Itunes, their cries for help have subsided greatly.  David Browne suggests many solutions in his Spin article “10 Ways to Fix the Music Biz” of how the music business needs to change in order to survive.

     The main point he brings up is the inflated price of CDs.  Consumers are becoming more aware that artists see very little from album sales and that most labels make a profit after the $5 mark, so selling the CD for $15 is getting harder to do these days.  He then suggests that labels stop searching for the next blockbuster album that will sell millions of records and support the label on its own like the old days because times have changed and with so many artists able to record and release their own music cheaply, today’s biggest album releases are finding competition from some of the most unexpected places.  Simply accepting the fact that one album will rarely carry a label for more than a month or so and that focusing on selling a variety of genres should help a label adapt to current trends.  More tips include cutting concert ticket prices, making all digital music one format, and releasing mainly music on CDs that will cater to baby boomers since their generation is buying the most music on CD still.  The most important suggestion Browne makes is his point about the music industry embracing the web (Browne, “10 Ways”).

     The internet has become both the greatest fear and biggest asset to the music industry as of late and this is only enhanced by the increasing ease of recording one’s own music thanks to today’s technology.  One thing that has remained constant throughout the history of music and business becoming partners is the fact that music always wins if there is a conflict.  This is gradually occurring again as the business side, in the form of major labels and the sales of CDs, is losing to the power of the music itself and the people that not only create it, but the fans as well.  Fans have gone from downloading music for free because they can, to downloading music in order to hear a particular band, then go out and support them by buying either directly from the artist’s website, or directly from the artist’s merchandise table at a show.  Either way, this new breed of fan has become anti-label and pro-artist.  Labels have responded by suing consumers of all ages that have been caught downloading and this attack on the very consumers that buy the label’s products has backfired on the labels in a great way.  In a way, by fighting back the labels are only bringing about their demise even faster.
      The business side of music is beginning to adapt slowly with the help of a few bright business minds.  John Buckman is one of these people.  He started the online label Magnatune to create a community made up of artists and fans alike in which people can listen to the artist’s album on the Magnatune website for free by streaming it, and if they enjoy it, they can choose to pay whatever they want for the album starting at $5.  The curious thing is that most fans, when knowing they are supporting the artist directly with their purchase, have averaged paying $8 for the albums on Magnatune when they could have all easily paid only $5 for the albums.  This new business model makes money by splitting all album sales, liscensing profits, and merchandise profits 50/50 with the artist and Magnatune.  “We are not evil” is found right below the Magnatune logo at the top of their page and it represents the new style of thinking artists and labels are having and that just because this business model may prove to be the best solution yet, it doesn’t mean major labels should think of them as evil for thinking differently (Magnatune).
     Magnatune is a prime example of how music and business should coexist.  Business should really be there to compliment music and make sure artists can make a living with their music.  Unfortunately, most of the history of the music industry has been overshadowed by corruption and greed as the major labels took over and grew too big for anyone to control.  Luckily, most things come to an end and it seems the era of major label domination is coming to a close and in its place is a consumer friendly business model that gives fans a choice to support their favorite artists directly without worrying that even after buying their CD, the artist whose album they just purchased could still end up only getting $1.17 out of that purchase and have to split that five ways.  Technology is allowing more people to record and distribute their music themselves without having to sign into complex contracts in order to do it.  Most importantly, great music is finally being given the limelight it deserves as fans are being given more power, which means mass-produced, fake pop music, which dominated commercial radio for so long, is being overtaken by legitimately great independent music.  The most recent example of this occurring is a few weeks ago when Modest Mouse’s new album We Were Dead Before the Ship Even Sank debuted at #1 on the Billboard Charts.  This indie band who has been making music for nearly 10 years is finally being recognized as good music by the masses because of the changing trends in the music industry.  We can only hope that this trend stays strong and becomes the next permanent business model in the music industry.  No matter what happens, music will always win the war against business and it really only works best when there is a balance between both.  Too much of one either leads to hopeless musicians without guidance, or giant labels full of greed.  Neither situation is ideal, so as long as people make an effort to keep the balance in the combination of music and business, then everyone will win and good music will prevail in the end.
Works Cited

Browne, David. “10 Way s to Fix the Music Biz”. Spin.com  16 February 2007. Spin Magazine Online. 4 April 2007 <http://www.spin.com/features/magazine/2007/02/0702_fixmusicbiz/>

Haring, Bruce.  How Not to Destroy Your Career in Music. Los Angeles: Lone  Eagle, 2005

Magnatune. 1 April 2007. Magnatune Inc.  8 April 2007 <http://magnatune.com>.

Passman, Donald.  All You Need to Know About the Music Business 5th Ed.  New York: Free Press, 2003
PAGE  
1

