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A music promoter is someone who publicizes and promotes performances. 

Promoters organize gigs, book bands or artists and advertise the shows to bring in 

paying attendees—and profits. 

What Does a Music Promoter Do? 

The music promoter works with an artist or a band manager to plan an event. They 

agree to a date and look for an appropriate venue. 

The promoter negotiates any fees for the artist and then publicizes that event 

through radio, television, digital, or email advertising. The music promoter ensures 

the artists have everything they need offstage and on, from hotel rooms to sound 

checks. 

The promoter typically creates a contract outlining the terms of the agreement, 

including fees owed to the promoter, date and time of rehearsals, the length of the 

band's performance and any other demands. 

A music promoter usually works in a regular office and may have an assistant or a 

team. Some opt to meet with clients off-site, at restaurants or other entertainment 

locations. Others do most of their work online or over the phone. 

How Do I Become a Music Promoter? 

There isn't a formal education path required to become a music promoter. The most 

essential skills are a love of music and business savvy, so a degree in business or 

marketing can be very useful. The ability to negotiate effectively is essential, as you 

will need to bargain with artists, venues, hotels and more. 
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Understanding different aspects of the business is important. Read music trade 

magazines to understand the latest developments and see how other events are put 

together.  

If possible, try to get an internship with an event management company. You can get 

experience planning and promoting major events, which can be invaluable, even if 

the events are not related to music. 

Many people start out on their own offering their services for free or at a steep 

discount to local bands trying to make a name for themselves. They check out 

smaller bars, cafes, and fairs for venue options and research lower cost options for 

equipment or security. While you may not make any money for the first few events, 

these experiences can pave the way for larger and more lucrative opportunities 

going forward. 

What's the Nature of a Music Promoter's Job? 

Many people enter the business without fully understanding the demands of the job, 

so turnover and job burnout is high. For those who stay in the business, it can be 

fiercely competitive. It can be difficult to get steady work within the industry, 

particularly for those just starting out, 

According to 2016 Bureau of Labor Statistics figures, the latest available, the 

average annual salary is $65,200 for those employed by companies; the projected 

job growth through 2024 is 2.5%. Independent promoters receive a cut of tickets sold 

or a business fee. 

If you have a strong knowledge of music, a passion for the industry, outstanding 

communication and negotiation skills and motivation, you may excel as a music 

promoter. It's a challenging and competitive career path, but it can be very rewarding 

work if you love what you do. 
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In the narrow definition of the word, a music agent is a person who is responsible for 

booking shows for bands. Agents, more broadly, also approach promoters about 

shows, negotiate contracts for live performances and basically make sure the wheels 

of a concert tour, or just a single show, turn smoothly. 

An agent will work with a promoter to make sure that everything a band needs will be 

at the venue, that there is an appropriate soundcheck period set aside for the band, 

and of course, what the payment will be for the performance and if the 

accommodation will be provided by the promoter. Want only red M&Ms backstage? 

Your agent is the one who will make sure the promoter knows. 

Music agents, also called booking agents or talent agents, make live music happen. 

A good agent with well-placed connections can get a band in front of the right 

audience and increase their profile. Agents work closely with promoters and record 

labels to make sure the bands on their books get the proper exposure.  

Responsibilities of a Music Agent 

While the level of responsibility for a music agent may differ depending on the 

visibility of band they're working with, the basic tasks remain the same 

whether booking club shows for a smaller indie band or an arena show for a major 

label act. Agents tasks include: 

 Liaising with bands/labels/management to agree on a window for tour dates, 

the financial and logistic requirements of the tour, and the goals of the tour 

(eg, promote a new album). 

 Contacting promoters and venues to pitch bands and agree on performance 

dates. 
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 Arranging contracts with promoters regarding pay, rider, guest list and 

equipment. 

Pay Rate for a Music Agent 

Music agents typically earn a percentage of the proceeds from a tour or 

performance. The amount is limited to the actual payments for performances and 

does not usually include money earned from merchandise sales sold at shows, such 

as T-shirts or CDs. The most common arrangement gives the agent 10-15% of the 

money paid to a band for a gig, though 18% or even 20% is not unheard of. Thus, it's 

obviously in the agent's best interest to secure the most money possible for a band 

from a promoter - the more money the band makes, the more money the agent 

makes. 

What a Good Agent Can Do for a Band 

Music agents hold the key to the good shows, and as an up and coming band, a 

good agent on your side can mean playing in front of bigger audiences sooner than 

you probably would by booking your own gigs. If you sign with an agent who works 

with larger bands, you'll have the inside track on getting the support slot on tours with 

these larger bands. Music agents also have the ear of all the good promoters, which 

means you have an immediate foot in the door with venues and promoters instead of 

having to convince them to give you a shot.  

Agents likewise have the pull to get you more money than you could on your own. 

Contracting an Agent 

A contract will help fend off any misunderstandings down the road and will also lay 

out what the musicians expect of the agent and the agent expects of the band. You 

won't be fighting about money or arguing over who was supposed to arrange for a 

drum kit if everything is documented on paper. 

How to Become a Music Agent 

Approach established agencies and seek an internship; you'll make great contacts 

and learn the ropes from the pros. Or if you're a real go-getter, try your hand at 
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booking gigs independently. If you're interested in building your own agency from the 

ground up, look to friends who are in bands and start out booking local shows for 

them. Make use of those contacts to expand to booking with promoters outside of 

your area. Be prepared to put in long hours for little pay (or no pay) while you proving 

yourself. 
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A chocolate box of faded 

grandeur’: Elvis Costello, 

Rufus Wainwright and 

more on their favourite 

live music venues 
As the coronavirus pandemic forces independent music venues 

around the UK to shut their doors in an unprecedented 
lockdown, musicians tell Roisin O’Connor about their favourite 
establishments, and why it’s important to continue supporting 

them 
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Clockwise from top left: Rufus Wainwright, The Big Moon, Elvis Costello, Arlo 

Parks 

A s the UK government enforces a partial lockdown to slow 

the spread of coronavirus, music venues are struggling. 

Last year, the value of Britain’s live music scene hit a record high at 

£1.1bn, while the total value of the music industry rose to £5.2bn. 

But with the unprecedented cancellation or postponement of thousands 

of live music events, including the 50th anniversary of Glastonbury 

Festival and major tours from hundreds of artists across all genres, 

independent venues are in trouble. 

ADVERTISING 

Ads by Teads 
Read more 
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Britney Spears has become a source of light in this time of crisis 

  
Rufus Wainwright: ‘Me and my father almost killed each other’ 

  
Niall Horan: ‘We were in a bubble. Then someone just went “pop”’ 

Long-running establishments, including London’s Royal Albert Hall, have 

been forced to temporarily close. “The consequences of these national 

actions are going to be hugely damaging,” an RAH spokesperson said. 

“The Royal Albert Hall does not receive regular government support and 

is dependent on income related to events, which will not be happening. 

The lost income from closing the venue will pose serious challenges for 

the Hall and its stakeholders. 

“We invest millions of pounds every year just to look after our building, 

but our main costs are our staff, whose livelihoods are at stake. We have 

committed to pay our people through various closure scenarios, and any 

support you are able to give us would be enormously appreciated.” 
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Bush Hall, another independent London music venue and host to artists 

including Amy Winehouse, Adele, The Killers, and Florence and the 

Machine, tells The Independent: “Bush Hall was already in substantial 

need of restoration. Like so many, being hit by this pandemic has wiped 

our business (42 gigs and events were wiped from our diary in a matter 

of days), and it is truly unclear whether we can recover from this. 

“All we can hope for is that everything we have strived to achieve doesn’t 

vanish before us, and lockdown doesn’t become shutdown.” (Donate to 

Bush Hall’s crowdfunder here.) 

As venues look into options of livestreaming shows and other ways to 

prevent permanent closure, a number of established and emerging 

artists have sent in messages to The Independent, in the hope it 

encourages fans to support these venues in any way they can. 

Elvis Costello 

 

Favourite venue: The Olympia, Liverpool 

While I have fond memories from playing everywhere from Liverpool 

Royal Court to the Brighton Top Rank or “The Frenchman’s Motel”, 
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Fishguard, I would have to choose The Olympia on West Derby Road in 

Liverpool. 

ADVERTISING 

Ads by Teads 

It is the venue where we opened our recent Just Trust tour and while we 

had splendid nights at such haunted vaudeville palaces as Blackpool 

Opera House, Sunderland Empire and The Palace Theatre, Manchester 

and even in the most anxious circumstances at the Hammersmith Apollo, 

nothing could compare with mood and elation at the Eventim Olympia – 

a permanent circus building dating from 1905 that was later known at 

“The Locarno Ballroom” and at which my 92-year old mother, Lillian, 

confounded all expectations by managing to reprise her attendance for 

the first time since she was a dancehall patron in the late 1940s. 

Any place where the faces of the audience can be seen at the edge of the 

stage, and yet there is a balcony for seated ticket holders, is bound to 

have more about it than certain places that shall remain nameless, better 

suited to a party conference or Politburo meeting. 

Lucy Rose 
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(Getty) 

Favourite venue: Union Chapel, London 

I have many fond memories from evenings spent at the Union Chapel in 

London. 

Back in 2007, when I first moved to London and I was playing at open 

mic nights, I got the opportunity to play at Union Chapel for the first time 

for a charity event that was organised by Razorlight. It was by far the 

biggest gig I’d ever played and I remember hoping that one day I’d be 

able to play it myself. Then in 2009 I sang for the first time ever with 

Bombay Bicycle Club at Union Chapel for a Little Noise Session show put 

together by Jo Whiley. And then only last year my dream finally came 

true and I headlined the venue myself; a monumental moment for me to 

have had all those years of playing and writing music eventually 

enabling me to play in this incredibly beautiful and special venue. 

I’ve seen countless brilliant gigs there too, from Adrianne Lenker to 

Sophie Ellis Bexter (courtesy of my mum). They also hold the most 



serene and memorable Christmas carols each year which is entirely 

candle lit. It really is an extraordinary venue and my absolute favourite. 

(Donate to Union Chapel here.) 

Rufus Wainwright 
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Favourite venue: Royal Albert Hall, London 

As much as I want to be unusual, I just give credit where credit is due. 

When push comes to shove, it is really the Royal Albert Hall that is my 

favourite venue. It is the perfect mix of both formal and fun. Also, it is 

where my mother Kate McGarrigle did her last concert. (Donate here.) 

Arlo Parks 
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Arlo Parks 

Favourite venue: King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut, Glasgow 

King Tut’s is intimate, vibrant and sweaty with a pretty iconic list of 

alumni. I’m obsessed with venues that make the artist and the audience 

feel close to each other physically and emotionally – King Tut’s definitely 

has that power. 

Tom Grennan 
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Tom Grennan performs on The Independent stage at Live at Leeds 

Favourite venue: Bedford Esquires, Bedfordshire 

The venue that was absolutely vital to me was Bedford Esquires, in my 

hometown. It’s legendary in its own right, all the greats from Oasis, Blur, 

Coldplay and countless others have all played on that stage. 

I supported Wolf Alice there during my development years. And that’s 

what’s crucial, that venue gave me multiple support slots with bigger 

acts when I was starting out – that helped me hone my craft and build 

my confidence as a performer. Finding your voice in front of a real crowd 

is the ultimate test. 

I will do anything to support this venue and plan to go back again soon to 

do some intimate gigs for my new album that’s coming out later this 

year. Venues like Bedford Esquires are vital for the future of the UK 

music scene. We are a country that exports the greatest culture and we 

need to keep these venues alive. They are the heartbeat of all future 

revolutions. 

The Big Moon’s Celia Archer 



 
The Big Moon on the cover art for their album 'Walking Like We Do' 

Favourite venue: Brudenell Social Club, Leeds 

The Brudenell Social Club in Leeds is one of my favourite venues of all 

time to play and to see bands. We have had so many amazing gigs there 

from our very first tours and festivals like Gold Sounds and Live at Leeds. 

The sound is incredible and the feel of the place is so relaxed. It’s like 

playing in your favourite local. But better. And we have never been let 

down by a Leeds crowd. 

Kawala 
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Favourite venue: Camden Assembly, London 

Camden Assembly has always been a prominent venue that bands have 

passed through. We played there countless times early on and only have 

fond memories. Another absolute London gem is Moth Club in Hackney 

Central. You walk in to a throwback working men’s club, both dingy & 

completely charming. The last thing you then expect is to walk through 

the double doors into a huge 400-capacity room covered in gold glitter & 

streamers with the iconic “MOTH” sign hanging behind the stage. Very 

few better places to see a gig. 

Another Sky’s Catrin Vincent 



 
Another Sky 

Favourite venue: Servant Jazz Quarters, London 

We used to put on these “Open Rehearsal” nights at The Servant Jazz 

Quarters in Dalston, one of the only venues in London with a beautiful 

upright piano. We’d ask all our friends to perform with us and hang out. I 

remember one night, our lighting guy made this flickering lightbulb that 

hung above us, and mine came crashing down mid-set onto the piano. 

We’re looking forward to going back. 

Bastille’s Chris ‘Woody’ Wood 



 

Favourite venue: Green Door Store, Brighton 

Green Door is one of the venues we played in the early part of our career. 

It’s set into some railway arches and is a proper grassroots venue that 

recently has a facelift – it has an amazing vibe. 

Collard 



 
London-based rapper, singer and songwriter Collard 

Favourite venue: Bethnal Green Working Men’s Club, London 

It’s what it says on the tin. It’s a venue i had never been to before so I 

didn’t arrive with any expectations and once I arrived, I thought, ‘yeah 

man, this is a working man’s club if I’ve ever seen one!’ A deceivingly 

large space with gold tinsel as the back drop, to the left a floor to ceiling 

out of decommissioned stripper pole. 

The smell of the venue complimented the mid-Eighties decor which had 

look untouched since… well the mid-Eighties, but it all adds to the 

atmosphere and charm. It felt vintage, like a place singers used to make 

their own, with no bells and whistles. It might not have the greatest 

sound system but that makes you rely on your own skill and talent. 



Hopefully I did the old place justice with my performance... if not, I’d be 

back for another try in a heartbeat! Hopefully a venue like this will 

survive the hard times ahead – we don’t have many spaces like these 

that echo such an important era of British culture. 

Twin Atlantic’s Sam McTrusty 

 
Twin Atlantic playing the main stage in 2011 

Favourite venue: King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut, Glasgow 

I’m obviously a biased source here, given that this is my hometown’s 

talisman venue. The amount of care and effort put into this place by all 

the staff at DF concerts is unrivalled in the UK. I can’t think of another 

venue this size that provides in house catering to touring bands that 

need it most. Amazing sound. Amazing stage space. 

In the same week, you could have a band that’s sold millions of albums 

and a band’s first EP launch. My favourite thing is the route to stage from 

the dressing room. It’s almost ritualistic going out one fire escape into 



the cold Glaswegian air and back down another into a warm audience 

glow. 

Sophie and the Giants 

 

Favourite venue: The Boileroom, Guildford 

The Boileroom in Guildford is by far at the top of our list. It’s where we 

all met and we’ve been lucky to see some legendary gigs there, and even 

had the honour of playing headline shows there, too. They are currently 

depending on crowdfunding to stay afloat in these uncertain times, so 

please help out this amazing and friendly team if you can. (Donate here.) 

The Snuts 
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Favourite venue: King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut, Glasgow 

Tut’s has always been kinda special to us. It was really the first place we 

realised something was happening with our music. We’ve played it a 

handful of times since and it always feels as special. 

There’s just something about live music in a really rowdy sweat box 

that’s beautiful. It’s the small intimate venues where crowds get to know 

bands on and off the stage, and its ultimately where you cut your teeth as 

an artist. 

It would be devastating for the future to become strictly live streams, 

especially when each and every independent live venue out there, has 

their own kinda personality and vibe. Support each other where you can, 

a little goes a long way. 

Whenyoung 



 

Favourite venue: The Tom Thumb Theatre, Margate 

The Tom Thumb Theatre in Margate is an absolute gem. It’s one of the 

country’s smallest venues. It’s a joy to perform in such a beautiful room, 

decorated with red velvet curtains and ornate wallpaper. 

It’s a chocolate box of faded grandeur with such a friendly spirit. We 

played one of our first shows outside of London there and had so much 

fun. Unique spaces like this can only survive when there is a thriving 

local scene and support from the community. 

Circa Waves 



 
(Rex) 

Favourite venue: Zanzibar, Liverpool 

Zanzibar in Liverpool is my favourite. It perfectly encapsulates what 

those sweatbox grass roots venues need to be. On a good night, you came 

off that stage feeling f***ing invincible. It’s responsible for giving the 

majority of Liverpool bands the live bug that pushed them onto venues 

10 times the size. I’m made up we’ve made it a part of Circa Fest in 

September. 

Nothing But Thieves 
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Nothing But Thieves: 'There's no guidebook for being in a band' 

Favourite venue: Chinnery’s, Southend 

Our favourite independent venue is, of course, our own Southend home 

town hero, Chinnery’s. We would not be the band we are today if it 

wasn’t for this ferocious noise box and all the staff that have worked 

there over the years. 

Not only is it the holy grail for local bands looking to get on the music 

scene, it also has an impressive roster of bands who have played there 

on the way up, from Arctic Monkeys and Biffy Clyro to The 1975. I’m also 

pretty sure we hold the record for fastest ever sell-out there, too. (Four 

minutes, but who’s counting?) 

Chase and Status 



 
(Rex) 

Favourite venue: Fabric 

When Fabric first opened we knew it would quickly become a British 

institution in clubbing. So many moments we experienced there helped 

shape our journey to where we are today. 

Like so many, the live music sector has taken a huge hit recently. Places 

like Fabric that mean so much to so many are in danger of closure. We 

hope by staying strong and helping each other we can get through this 

and get back there to tear up the place once more. 

Fatherson 



 
Fatherson are a Scottish three-piece band from Kilmarnock 

Favourite venue: The Ironworks, Inverness 

One of our favourites is The Ironworks in Inverness, which has a flexible 

set-up to accommodate shows from 100 up to 1000 people. 

It was one of the first venues we played outside of Glasgow during the 

formative years of the band, and they worked so hard promoting the 

shows with posters all over the city and looked after us really well. So 

much so, we’ve gone back countless times. 

Like many venues, it faces a lot of different challenges. Coronavirus is 

obviously one at the moment, a potential hotel being planned in the 

space etc. 

18 of the greatest gigs ever – according to our critics 
Show all 18 



 



 



 

 



If it were to close, it would be a major loss to artists from all over the UK 

who were able to play such a good venue in the highlands of Scotland. 

During these uncertain times, it is important to provide support in any 

way possible to the many independent venues and self-employed or 

freelance people that work in this industry. 

I hope that once we get through this, there are still independent venues 

able to open their doors for all the bands that will be desperate to get 

back to playing live. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



How indie labels changed the world 
Run by mavericks with little or no business sense, independent record labels turned the 

music industry on its head in the 80s. And their sound and aesthetic remains a huge 

influence to this day 

 

• What are the tracks that define indie music? Tell us here. 

Richard King 

Thu 22 Mar 2012 20.00 GMTFirst published on Thu 22 Mar 2012 20.00 GMT 
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 The Smiths in their 80s heyday. Photograph: Paul Slattery/RetnaUK 

When Johnny Marr and Morrissey met for the second time in 1982 to discuss plans 
for their newly formed band, the pair wrote down ideas in a notebook in the singer's 
bedroom. One of their first decisions was that the Smiths would sign to an 
independent label. Although Morrissey and Marr, along with anyone in Manchester 
with a passing interest in contemporary music, had links with Factory, the duo 
placed the London-based Rough Trade at the top of their wishlist. 

For a band to sign to an independent record company was to make a decision that 
went beyond musical style or genre. "The very act of being on Rough Trade at the 
time was a statement in itself," Marr says. "It cut across our whole aesthetic." 

Advertisement 

Until its messy unravelling in 1991, Rough Trade and its distribution wing were the 
independent sector's conscience, shop floor and corn market. At its peak, Rough 
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Trade Distribution, along with its rival Pinnacle, was responsible for almost 30% of 
the music market. The company had been founded along with its label namesake on 
the principles of access and mutualism and serviced the sector's most iconic record 
companies: Mute, Creation, Factory (who both later went to Pinnacle) and 4AD. 
Throughout the 1980s such labels were regularly challenging the majors in the Top 
20, particularly in the album charts. 

Each company was run by an individual or individuals with a singular vision and 
passion, an untutored approach to business and a devil-may-care attitude to the 
conventions of the record industry. Their names were Daniel Miller, Geoff Travis, 
Tony Wilson, Rob Gretton, Alan McGee and Ivo Watts-Russell – and if they were 
embarking on a career in today's streamlined multi-platform music industry, they 
would each struggle to make it past reception. 

What differentiated Mute, Factory, Rough Trade and their contemporaries from 
other indies that came before and after was their ability to sustain a position in the 
mainstream – to populate it with a catalogue of releases that reflected whatever had 
captivated their imagination. These labels flourished in the aftershock of punk, 
embracing the incipient DIY ethos and building their own space alongside the 
established corporate music business. Independence meant self-financing the 
recording and distribution of music, operating on hand-to–mouth budgets and 
trading with like-minded partners in independent record shops and the scratchy 
network of fanzine editors and concert promoters that, along with the paternal figure 
of John Peel, represented an alternative media. 

Advertisement 

Since then the word "indie" has been appropriated for other uses, and often 
employed pejoratively. Whether to describe a film, a coffee house or, as I once 
overheard in Brooklyn, a property, it covers a patchwork of tropes and influences. At 
its most self-absorbed, which is often, indie suggests a carefully curated daydream 
life, the kind that might be enacted, with just the right degree of ennui, on the set of a 
Wes Anderson film. 

In music, it serves as the masthead of a vast genre, or sometimes as a modifier: indie 
rock, indie folk, indie-tronica or indie pop to pick just a handful. A sympathetic 
understanding of indie music is to see it as a morass of signifiers: guitars, fringes, 
young or youngish groups of mainly white people connecting the highlights of their 
music collection in an ever-shifting reconfiguration of the past. A more critical 
assessment would be that indie is the pinnacle of disengaged, querulous solipsism. 
Such is the genre's listless omnipresence, so well characterised by the phrase "landfill 
indie", that it is often counteracted with an equally single-minded response, an 
assertion tantamount to Pop: There Is No Alternative. 

The Smiths had been courted by the majors and after the release of Hand In 
Glove were invited for an exploratory meeting with CBS, Warners and EMI, a process 
that placed the difference between the two sectors in sharp relief. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nh2bonnjv70
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nh2bonnjv70
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"I was immediately struck by the lack of records in these buildings," Marr says. "As 
someone who was a record freak, it made me want to get back to Rough Trade. On 
the few occasions that I'd been in the Factory flat, and certainly when I'd been 
around Rough Trade, they were like record companies trying to operate under 
mounds and mounds of vinyl. All they had in CBS and Warner Brothers were huge 
posters of their artists in reception." 

Factory Records is celebrated, perhaps at times overcelebrated, for its mixture of 
regional pride, entrepreneurial elan and seductive brand of quasi-situationist 
hedonism. During the regeneration property boom Manchester's developers 
regularly invoked Factory's name while unveiling shiny glass and steel buildings. In 
reality, the Factory ethos with which the architects wished to be identified was born 
in a first-floor flat in a crumbly Victorian semi in an atmosphere of stoned 
conceptualism. For most of the company's life, Factory was run from a flat in 
Didsbury, whose threadbare sofas served as a meeting room and on whose doormat 
envelopes containing six-figure cheques from the label's distributors regularly 
landed. 

Factory, Fast Product and later 4AD were all record companies whose sleeve 
designers and graphic language became as synonymous with the labels as the music 
they released. With their die-cut cardboard, high-end colour processes and overlaid 
photographic techniques, such sleeves occasionally cost more than the recording and 
were often more interesting, the sort of upside-down economics on which the 
creativity of the independent sector initially thrived. 

Advertisement 



Indeed, however much the majors liked to dismiss the indies as worthy amateurs, 
Rough Trade Distribution achieved two No 1 singles: Pump up the Volume by 
M/A/A/R/S in 1987 and Doctorin' The Tardis by The Timelords a year later. At the 
turn of the decade, Bill Drummond and Jimmy Cauty of the latter, now known as the 
KLF, would undertake a run of releases that made them the biggest-selling singles 
act in the UK for an 18-month period. 

The KLF operated without an office, manager or lawyer. Nevertheless, by loading and 
unloading pallets of CDs and vinyl and coordinating deliveries with their 
distributors, the duo sold almost 2m records. "There was never a point where I 
wasn't unloading vans," Drummond says. "You could be having No 1s in 18 countries 
but still be unloading vans of records." 

Towards the end of the Smiths' career, their label's finances were in such a parlous 
state that a member of staff drove around London on the back of a courier 
motorcycle, knocking on the doors of various recording studios to see if they would 
accept payment by credit card. Just as the KLF were enjoying a career as an 
international pop act, Drummond would have to attend emergency committees at 
Rough Trade to discuss the company's bankruptcy. At one such meeting he had to 
break away from negotiations with the auditors to listen down the phone to Cauty's 
final mixes for the single America: What Time Is Love? 

When the independent sector was starting to gain serious momentum 10 years 
earlier, the Scottish pop star BA Robertson interviewed Edwyn Collins and Alan 
Horne about their Postcard label for the BBC. In an attempt to draw comparisons 
with Postcard and the label he recorded for, CBS, Robertson mentioned that Horne's 
flat on West Princes Street in Glasgow was also located on a building with several 
floors, which was, surely, the point where any similarities ended. The resulting film 
included Horne, Collins and a mannequin sharing sofa space with a bemused and 
uneasy looking Robertson who tried unsuccessfully, despite his large sunglasses, to 
negotiate his interviewees' barbs and giggling. 

Today most bands that qualify for a peak-time appearance on the BBC would in all 
likelihood have undergone some media training. The improvisatory space in which 
the indies thrived has shrunk for several reasons. One is the ever-prevalent and finely 
tuned ability for corporate culture to absorb fringe behaviour and repackage it and 
market it as cutting edge. Another is the formalising of Britain's creative industries, a 
process that has seen the development of college degrees in music business, music 
journalism and, indeed, being in a band, lead to industry standardisation. The 
independent sector's greatest attributes – its ability to ad-lib, to trust its instincts and 
to hang the consequences are both impracticable and unteachable in such rigid 
frameworks. The sort of behaviour that allowed Wilson, McGee, Watts-Russell and 
their contemporaries to conceive some of their more extreme and fanciful ideas 
would also be something of a stretch for a human resources department to manage. 

Advertisement 

At its most successful, the independent sector was a source of popular 
experimentation and improvisation that connected with a wide audience, even if its 
ad-hoc business practices would ultimately prove its downfall. Orange Juice and the 
Smiths, with their lack of synthesisers, second-hand guitars and encyclopedic 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gfYZ-b3D43w
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gfYZ-b3D43w
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yGWJpotUSVM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JzNKXTAi658
https://www.theguardian.com/music/artist/199c8c5c-0c13-44fc-8d9b-f3e5f3261103
https://www.theguardian.com/music/edwyn-collins
https://www.theguardian.com/music/artist/e598d30e-4ce1-402e-94a7-6f44779da6b7


knowledge of 60s and 70s records, were both a key influence on the C86 [a 
compilation cassette released in 1986 by the NME of new indie bands] generation 
whose hooped T-shirts and Ray-Bans fixed indie in the vernacular. Rough Trade 
certainly distributed boxes and boxes of the seven-inch singles, flexis and fanzines 
that became the bedrock of this characterisation of indie, one that has endured ever 
since. But Rough Trade also shipped some of the earliest acid house and bleep singles 
into the Top 20 singles chart, a place familiar to many of its other clients including 
New Order, Erasure and Depeche Mode, all as far removed, sonically and 
conceptually, from the rather pallid genre that nowadays rehearses the same tics and 
influences to a dwindling sales base. 

In their respective use of sampling and mashup, even those Timelords and 
M/A/A/R/S records are perfect examples of the risk-taking innovation rife within 
indiedom of that era. 

None of which is to deny the impact of independence, to say nothing of its continuing 
and growing success. It is worth noting that Adele's 21, now one of the country's 
bestselling albums of all time, was released by an independent record company, XL. 
In an industry that is suffering decline, it is an indie label that is reaping the benefits 
of adapting and experimenting with new technologies, thinking on one's feet and 
being open to new ideas. 

They did it their way 
The men behind the indie labels 

Geoff Travis Rough Trade 

Cambridge University graduate who founded Rough Trade Records and the Rough 
Trade chain of stores. Signed the Smiths (and umpteen others such as the Strokes) 
but lost them to a major. 

Daniel Miller Mute Set up Mute to put out his own record, under the alias The 
Normal. Subsequently released the likes of Depeche Mode and Yazoo and recently 
regained its indie status from EMI. 

Tony Wilson Factory 

Founded Factory Records and the Haçienda, rebranded Manchester in his own 
image, and was played on screen by Steve Coogan in 24 Hour Party People five years 
before his death aged 57. 

Ivo Watts-Russell 4AD 

Co-founder in 1979 of 4AD, the label that released the Cocteau Twins and the Pixies 
as well as M|A|R|R|S; now part of the Beggars Group, along with Rough Trade 
Records and XL Recordings. 

Alan McGee Creation 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/C86_%28album%29


Co-founder of Creation Records, home to the likes of Primal Scream, Teenage 
Fanclub, My Bloody Valentine and then Oasis. Took a lot of drugs and sold half the 
company to Sony in 1992. 

The best of indie What tunes would make your ultimate indie playlist? Let us 
know at theguardian.com/ultimateindie 
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Indie Labels vs Major Labels: Pros, 
Cons, Difference & Which Label is 
Right for You 

Open Mic UK | 04/03/19 

 

Securing a record deal is a major goal for many aspiring musicians. Most 
imagine themselves signing with one the of 3 major labels: Sony, Universal 
and Warner Records. However, these major labels actually represent only a 
tiny percentage of the global musician population. 

Independent record labels are amongst the top record labels in the world and 
offer different benefits to a major. There are advantages and disadvantages of 
signing to an indie. We’ll cover the pros and cons of independent record labels 
so you can work out what contract is best for you. 

In recent years, many artists have shifted their aspirations towards signing with 
indie labels. For many, it’s a more realistic goal and there are advantages of signing 
with a smaller, independent label. 

Pros and cons of independent record labels 

https://openmicuk.dxpsites.net/advice/how-to-get-signed-to-an-indie-record-label/
https://openmicuk.dxpsites.net/advice/how-to-get-signed-to-an-indie-record-label/


 

Pros: 

 Deals that are more artist-friendly 
 More creative freedom and development for the artists 
 A closer team that can give you more attention 

Cons: 

 Smaller budgets compared to majors 
 Less influence and connections with the global music industry 
 Won’t be capable of promoting as much as a major 

Benefits of signing with a record label 



“What we wanted was 

some control over our 

[master recordings] and 

how it was used in the 

future by them. That 

seemed reasonable to 

us, and we cared about 

it a great deal.” 

 

— Thom Yorke 

You’ll need to develop a fanbase before you sign to any label. Record labels rarely 
invest in an artist unless they can prove they have fans and potential to make a 
profit. 

If an artist is ready, signing to a label can be very beneficial for everyone involved. 
You will be able to focus more on your music and live performance. Meanwhile, you 
will have a team behind you taking care of the marketing side of things. 

You will also have some financial backing behind you and be able to work with a 
budget set by the label. They will likely have someone managing this and be booking 
studios and shoots on your behalf. 

https://openmicuk.dxpsites.net/advice/how-to-create-a-loyal-fanbase-and-multiply-your-music-sales/


Different labels are able to offer different services but you need to know about the 
distinct difference between indie labels and major labels. 

 

How to Get Signed to a Record Label | 13 Ways to Help Get a Record Deal 

Getting a record deal is not easy because record labels are very selective on who 
they sign. That’s why we spoke to Layla Manoochehri, a former record label talent 
scout for Sony Music (and one of our competition judges). We’ve put together some 
of her advice on how to get signed to a record label.... Read more » 

Major record label differences 

 

We spoke to Universal Music A&R, Leon Hayes, to find out more about the 
differences between labels. 

“There are three main major labels in the world now. A major is basically just defined 
as those labels part of corporate groups, conglomerates, they have a global reach, 
large staff teams… as an individual working from your home studio or bedroom, 
you’re not necessarily going to be able to reach markets in Japan as easily as a label 
that has offices based over there, or European continental markets and the States as 
well.” 

Leon Hayes, Universal Music A&R 

https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/how-to-get-signed-to-a-record-label/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/how-to-get-signed-to-a-record-label/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/how-to-get-signed-to-a-record-label/


Universal, Sony and Warner are the three major labels operating today. They are 
huge organisations that operate across the whole entertainment industry. They are 
exceptionally well connected across the music industry because they dominate the 
mainstream and international market. 

Signing to these labels can be seen as a huge accomplishment but you need to be 
completely ready as an artist. This is because the competition is fierce and it is a 
results-based business. When you first sign you might feel like a small fish in a 
massive ocean so confidence, self-belief and a strong core fan base are essential to 
have any chance of successfully getting a deal. 

Indie record label differences 

 

“With independent labels, they are defined as such as they are independently 
funded. They can range from small teams of staff from about 1 or 2 people in a back 
room to maybe 20 or 30 people in a small office up and down the country. You’ve got 
small medium and large independents as well.” 

Leon Hayes, Universal Music A&R 

The term ‘indie’ (independent) is applied to any music label that operates outside the 
sphere of the major corporations. 

Indie labels differ dramatically in size and capacity: from professional teams working 
in slick premises, to self-trained individuals using their home computer to run the 
business. 

While major labels operate on an international scale, with their own distribution and 
publishing departments, indie labels normally enlist third-party companies to provide 
their global distribution and publishing services. 

https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/major-labels-revenues-grew-1bn-2017-biggest-year/


Top Record Labels 

Many of your favourite artists have released music through independent labels. 
Sometimes these artists are so big that the label works with majors to make the most 
of their release. 

Top Dawg Entertainment 
 Kendrick Lamar 
 Schoolboy Q 
 SZA 

XL Recordings 
 Adele 
 Jungle 
 Radiohead 

Young Turks 
 The XX 
 FKA Twigs 
 Sampha 

Domino 
 The Arctic Monkeys 
 Blood Orange 
 Franz Ferdinand 

Boy Better Know 
 JME 
 Skepta 
 Wiley 

True Panther 
 King Krule 
 slowthai 
 ABRA 

Dirty Hit 
 The 1975 
 Wolf Alice 
 Benjamin Francis Leftwich 

Warp 



 Flying Lotus 
 Aphex Twin 
 Danny Brown 

Ninja Tune 
 Young Fathers 
 Jordan Rakei 
 Roots Manuva 

Glassnote 
 Childish Gambino 
 Mumford & Sons 
 Two Door Cinema Club 

Jagjaguwar 
 Bon Iver 
 Angel Olsen 
 Uknown Mortal Orchestra 

Matador 
 Queens of the Stone Age 
 Interpol 
 Hælos 

Bella Union 
 The Flaming Lips 
 Father John Misty 
 Fleet Foxes 

4AD 
 Cocteau Twins 
 Grimes 
 SOHN 

Lex 
 Danger Mouse 
 MF Doom 
 Kate Tempest 

Tru Thoughts 
 Bonobo 
 Alice Russell 
 Quantic 



Carpark 
 Toro y Moi 
 Skylar Spence 
 Beach House 

Rough Trade 
 The Smiths 
 The Strokes 
 Arcade Fire 

37 Adventures 
 Salute 
 Geowolf 
 Emily Burns 

Stones Throw 
 Madlib 
 J Dilla 
 Aloe Blacc 

Brainfeeder 
 Thundercat 
 Ross From Friends 
 Kamasi Washington 

Daptone 
 Sharon Jones 
 Charles Bradley 
 Antibalas 

Loma Vista 
 Denzel Curry 
 Little Dragon 
 St Vincent 

Mute 
 Depeche Mode 
 Goldfrapp 
 Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds 

Sub Pop 



 Nirvana 
 Soundgarden 
 Foals 

Do artists still need record labels? 

There are a growing number of artists that are finding success without a record 
label, such as Jorja Smith and Stormzy. However, this doesn’t mean that they don’t 
have a team behind them that fulfils the functions of a record label. 

 

“Labels are there for a 

reason, they’ve always 

been here and they 

always will be, I just 

don’t know what it’s 

like to be with a major 

label. I just like what 

I’m doing at the 

moment, it’s going well, 

I don’t need to add 

anybody to my team. I 

don’t think I need to go 

to a label at the 

moment.” 

— Jorja Smith 

Record labels employ members of staff across all of these departments: 

https://www.complex.com/music/2015/04/musicians-whove-found-success-without-major-labels/
https://www.complex.com/music/2015/04/musicians-whove-found-success-without-major-labels/


 Artist & Repertoire 
 Sales 
 Marketing 
 Promotion 
 Product Management 
 New Media 
 Production 
 Finance 
 Business Affairs / Legal 
 International 
 Sync 

Some artists may feel that they don’t need a record label, having a team covering all 
of these areas can make a massive difference in global success. Overall, although 
we live in a time where record labels may not be as essential, they still provide 
talented teams and vital services to help artists achieve massive success. 

 

30 Music Industry Terms Every Musician Should Know 

The vocabulary of the music industry is riddled with technical and business jargon, 
which can be confusing for those new to the industry. But if you’re hoping to be taken 
seriously as a musician, and make a business out of your music, you’ll need at least 
a basic understanding of the professional terminology. This glossary... Read more » 

Advantages and disadvantages of independent 
record labels 

https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/30-music-industry-terms-every-musician-should-know/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/30-music-industry-terms-every-musician-should-know/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/30-music-industry-terms-every-musician-should-know/


 

Who keeps the rights to the music? 

One major benefit to working with an indie label is that artists often get to keep the 
rights to their songs, which is especially significant given the increasing potential to 
monetise music by ‘syncing’ it in other forms of media. 

But, you must own the full rights to a song to be able to claim the profits from any 
licencing fees. 

The big-business approach of major record labels means that they usually claim the 
rights to the music of their artists and will collect the profits from any licencing fees, 
so the musician receives just a fraction of the profits. 

The artist’s influence over their work 

Because indies are smaller corporations run by fewer individuals, unlike major record 
companies, they are not beholden to the agenda of a large board of directors, 
motivated simply to churn out music that will perform well in the charts, and rake-in 
large profits. 

If you’re offered a contract with an indie label, it’s probably because they believe in 
your unique brand, not because they want to funnel and mould your image to fit the 
mainstream market 

Artists working with large-scale corporations often have less creative control over 
their music and image, which can be a major issue for those who prioritise their 
credibility as a musician over financial success. 

https://www.dittomusic.com/blog/how-to-submit-music-for-tv-and-film


“There’s the famous 

thing that the A&R man 

from the record 

company is supposed to 

do: He’s supposed to 

come into the studio 

and listen to the songs 

you’ve been recording 

and then say, ‘Guys, I 

don’t hear any singles.’ 

And then everybody 

falls into a terrible 

depression because you 

have to write one.” 

 

— Jarvis Cocker 

Relationships within the team 

Indie labels have far fewer musicians on their books than major record companies, 
so they can usually afford to assign each of their artists a dedicated representative, 
who will work closely with them for as long as they’re signed with the company. 

However, the downside of working with a smaller team is that you’ll have less 
expertise at your disposal, and smaller labels will have less commercial influence in 
the industry. 



Artist-friendly contracts 

Indie labels have a better reputation for offering pro-artist contracts, often with larger 
royalty percentages for the musician, and generally giving artists better value for 
their work. 

On the other hand, major record companies are far more business-orientated and 
will push to squeeze the most money out of their artists by offering musicians a 
smaller portion of any royalties they generate. 

 

Music Copyright Laws UK 

Publishing, licensing and music copyright laws UK in the music industry Music 
Copyright Laws UK: Below is some useful information about publishing, licensing 
and music copyright laws UK in the music industry. Music copyright laws UK are 
there to enforce any music sold is being sold legally. Music Copyright Laws UK 
Assuming that you now have... Read more » 

The scale of production 

The biggest companies in the industry have established powerful connections and 
influence during their decades of leading the industry. Smaller labels, however, might 
find it more difficult to get the attention of media publications, who are capable of 
granting artists much sought-after exposure. 

Major labels with massive rosters of artists operate on such a large scale that it can 
be difficult for individual acts to get the attention from the label that they need to 
succeed, especially if their music isn’t immediately drawing a significant profit. 

The size of the budget 

The major drawback of using an independent label is that it is more likely they will 
have a much smaller budget for recording, production, distribution and marketing. 
This means that artists often have to invest more time and energy into self-promotion 
if they want to get adequate exposure. 

On the other hand, major labels have the potential for far more funding at their 
disposal, which can be used to fund top-quality recording facilities, global promotion 
and distribution, as well as music-video shoots and world tours – major expenses 
that indie labels often can’t fund. 

https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/music-copyright-laws-uk/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/music-copyright-laws-uk/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/music-copyright-laws-uk/


The size of advances 

Advances are effectively loans: the artist receives a sum of money from the record 
company at the beginning of their contract, but this sum is recouped by the label 
from the royalties earned by the artist before any royalties are passed on the 
musician. 

Major record labels are naturally going to offer bigger advances than smaller indie 
operations, but the size of advance will differ dramatically depending on the size and 
affiliation of the particular label. 

Rather than offering an advance, indies often agree to cover a portion of the 
recording costs but this production loan is still recouped by the label before the artist 
receives any royalty income. 

The advantage of having a small, or no advance, is that artists can start profiting 
from royalties more quickly. However, since there are so many costs for the label to 
recoup before an artist sees any profit, sometimes an advance is often the only 
financial reward the artist will receive for a long time. 

Free goods deals 

The term ‘free goods’ refers to the records that labels have to give away to retailers 
as part of promoting the album before the release. It’s important to consider the 
impact of free-goods arrangements because artists do not receive any royalties from 
records given away for free. 

Major labels wield enough influence to limit the number of free-goods they’re 
expected to provide, but smaller record companies will need to give away more 
records to promote their artists – reducing the potential profit a musician can earn in 
royalties. 

Indies sometimes want to include their artist’s individual songs on compilation CDs to 
create a showcase of their musician’s work. These compilation CDs are also given 
away as promos for free, so artists can’t expect to receive any financial 
compensation for their work to be used in this way. 

Publishing 

Publishing means claiming, and profiting from, the license to the song itself (the 
lyrics and composition), rather than just a particular recording. 

Most contracts offered by major record labels do not include publishing since major 
labels normally have affiliated publishing companies for their artists to work with. 

On the other hand, indie contracts normally do demand that the label gets publishing 
rights to their artist’s music. Normally, the artist is offered fifty per cent of whatever 
income the publisher receives from licensing fees, in return for the label owning the 
publishing licence. 

https://www.thebalancecareers.com/how-does-a-record-label-decide-advance-2460963
https://www.soundonsound.com/music-business/music-publishing


Co-publishing deals are common amongst indie labels; this is where the artist and 
the publisher co-own the copyrights, and the artist receives an agreed percentage of 
the income generated from their song. 

Merchandise 

Indies are also more likely to request the merchandising rights because it’s more of a 
priority for smaller productions to start making money back from their artists as 
quickly as possible. 

Because a major label has bigger budgets, you could end up with a more 
comprehensive line of merchandise and some major artists have even gone on to 
start their own fashion lines after signing with a major label. 

 

Merchandise for Singers 

So you’ve booked some gigs and have a loyal following of fans, but what 
merchandise should you sell to them? Merchandise for singers promotes your image 
as a performers and can be a great way to raises money. If you’re ready to get 
started selling your own Custom merch, here’s where to begin. Merchandise 
is... Read more » 

Why the rise of Indie labels? 

The traditional structure of major record labels has caused them to struggle against 
the rise of social media, as well as digital music retail, and the subsequent decline in 
the popularity of radio and physical album sales. 

Therefore, the companies that once monopolised the industry are currently in a state 
of flux, as they transition towards the more modern methods pioneered by indie 
labels. 

The rise of online digital distribution has also helped new indie labels gain 
prominence. Previously, the only way you could get your music in stores, physical 
and digital, was through large distributors or major labels. 

There are now plenty of digital aggregators, such as Distrokid and Tunecore, that 
anyone can sign up for and will put your music on platforms like Spotify and Apple 
Music in exchange for royalties or a subscription fee. 

How to decide? 

https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/merchandise-for-singers/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/merchandise-for-singers/
https://www.openmicuk.co.uk/advice/merchandise-for-singers/


Many artists on major labels actually start their careers on indie labels so don’t feel 
rushed into going for majors. These artists have been able to develop and grow their 
fanbase at their own pace in less pressurised environments and have then made the 
jump to majors when they are ready. 

Some indie labels will even release music for their successful artists in partnership 
with major labels. This is because some independent artists become so successful 
on a small label that both parties sign an agreement with a major to expand the team 
and maximise success. 

There are some fundamental differences in the way indie labels are run compared to 
major corporations. It’s worth educating yourself on these differences before 
committing yourself to either model so decide on your priorities as an artist and what 
sort of signing will best help you to accomplish your career goals. 

Would you prefer to be signed by a large major record label or a smaller indie 
label and why? What do you think the pros and cons of independent record 

labels are? Would you choose an independent label vs major label and 
why?  We would love to hear about your views in the comments below. 
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HEATHER MCDONALD 
  
Updated January 05, 2019 

When it comes to getting a record deal, finding the right fit with a label is critical—but 

is an indie or a major record company a better fit for you? First, you need to know 

the difference. 

The common perception of a "record label" is one of the major record labels, located 

in Los Angeles or New York, which signs all of the major players. These major 

record labels, including Sony and Capitol Records, are major corporations with 

hundreds of millions of dollars behind them. This allows them to fully fund the biggest 

artists out there. In the eyes of emerging artists, a record deal with a major label was 

always the big prize to chase after. 

However, the major music industry is on life-support with the introduction of online 

social networks and digital music retail stores such as iTunes, Rhapsody, and 

Amazon—and the fact that major releases are often leaked to the internet weeks 

before their release day. Enter the Indie (short for Independent) label. 

What Makes a Record Label ‘Indie’? 

Any music recording label that operates without the funding of the organizations of 

the major music labels is considered an indie label. While major labels are global 

and operate their own publishing and distribution companies, indie labels work with 

other smaller companies, either in long-term partnerships or in smaller contractual 

relationships for their distribution and publishing needs. 

https://www.thebalancecareers.com/heather-mcdonald-2460257
https://www.thebalancecareers.com/what-is-a-record-label-2460614
https://www.thebalancecareers.com/big-three-record-labels-2460743
https://www.thebalancecareers.com/big-three-record-labels-2460743


The Indie Niche 

While indie labels can’t offer the kind of funding for artists that the major labels can, 

because of the benefits, indie label contracts are fast becoming a new goal for many 

artists—and a more realistic goal at that. And they do offer many benefits that the 

Big Guys can't. Because of all the upsides (and the escalating trend toward social 

media and digital platforms that's not abating), indie labels have created a true niche 

for themselves. 

Let's take a look at the benefits (and the downsides) of working with an indie, and 

check out the pros and cons of working with a major label for a full 360 view. 

The Pros of Working With an Indie Label 

Indie labels generally have the freedom to work with whomever they like. There's no 

pressure like you'd find at major labels to sacrifice your tastes in favor of seeking 

chart success. When you are signed to an indie label, in almost every instance it's 

because the label is a huge fan of your music; that translates into dedication 

because they believe in what you're doing. 

Close Working Relationships 

Because indie labels have smaller staffs and tighter rosters, musicians can more 

easily develop a close relationship with the people working on their record. Although 

it's not always the case that artists can pick up the phone and get an immediate 

answer, the odds of closer communication are greater than they are with a major 

label. 

Artist-Friendly Deals 

Some larger indie labels have relatively complex contracts, but smaller indies often 

do business on little more than a handshake and a profit split agreement. You 

seldom find indie labels demanding any measure of creative control over their artists, 

and most indies don't lock their artists into long-term, multi-album contracts. 

The Cons of Working With an Indie Label 

https://www.thebalancecareers.com/major-label-record-deals-understanding-the-pros-and-cons-2460377
https://www.thebalancecareers.com/how-to-network-in-the-music-industry-2460879


Indie labels are not without their drawbacks. Consider the following before you 

decide who you want to sign with. 

Money 

While money is the top reason to sign with a major label, it definitely tops the list of 

negatives for indies. While some indie labels are sitting pretty financially, most small 

operations are just trying to stay afloat. They usually don't have the coffers to fund an 

all-out media blitz like the major labels, and they often have to get creative with 

promotion ideas. They also can't afford big advances, fancy packaging, large 

recording budgets, tour support, and other perks a major label has the funds to offer 

you. With indie labels, you'll usually have to remain financially invested in your own 

music career. 

Disorganization 

Not every indie label is disorganized, but the informal nature of operations at many 

smaller indie labels means some elements can get a tad bit confusing. As an artist, 

you might find that details may sometimes slip through the cracks, or it may be hard 

to figure out processes that aren't quite formalized, like accounting, for instance. 

Size 

Although the intimate size of indie labels has its upside in terms of closer and more 

accessible relationships, there is also a downside to being small. Indies don't have 

the purchasing power of major labels, and with a small roster, they have fewer 

strings to pull with the press. Also, the smaller the label, the less influence, and 

power within the music industry.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.thebalancecareers.com/tour-support-2460946
https://www.thebalancecareers.com/top-lessons-big-labels-learned-from-independents-2460789


A year after George Michael’s death, 
how singer’s expensive legal battle 
with Sony changed the music industry 
Published: Dec. 28, 2017 at 3:30 p.m. ET 

By  

Tom Teodorczuk 
 

1 

Was the late singer-songwriter right to take on record 
company in doomed court case? 
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“Last Christmas” is a holiday playlist season staple. But for George Michael, the song’s 
composer and performer and one of the most renowned British singer-songwriters of the modern 
era who died on Christmas Day last year, his holiday season 25 years ago was likely especially 
fraught. 

The pop star had filed suit to sue his record label Sony Music Entertainment, owned by the Sony 
Corporation SNE, +1.70% in October 1992 in the London High Court, claiming restraint of trade 
and inequality of earnings and bargaining power. 
Ever since he rose to fame with the duo Wham!, Michael’s music had been distributed by CBS. 
But after CBS got taken over by Sony in 1987, Michael felt he was being exploited by his label 
and, even though he had renegotiated his deal in 1990, felt increasingly despondent with his 
eight-album contract. 

Michael had enjoyed stellar success with 1987 album “Faith” but Sony took exception to the 
singer refusing to promote the follow-up record 1990’s “Listen Without Prejudice” and refusing to 
appear in promo music videos. 
In turn Michael strongly objected to the terms of his contract by which Sony possessed ultimate 
power of approval, being able to reject any material it did not like and prevent him from recording 
for any other label. The star, who did not come out as gay until his arrest for a ‘lewd act’ in a Los 
Angeles lavatory in 1998, was further upset by Sony executives reportedly using homophobic 
slurs against him. 
George Michael’s QC claimed in court that between 1987-1992, he had made worldwide profits 
of £7.35 million ($9.8 million) compared to Sony making £52.45 million ($70 million). According to 
Paul Russell, then Sony Music Europe President, on the first day the case reached court in 
October 1993, Michael said to him, “‘Well, one of us is going to have a happy Christmas’, 
because he thought it would be over by then.” 
In fact the case lasted until June 1994 when Lord Justice Parker ruled the Sony deal was 
reasonable and fair. The case reputedly cost Michael £4 million ($5.4 million.) The singer drew 
ridicule in the aftermath of his legal loss by saying the verdict amounted to “professional slavery.” 

Michael subsequently resumed his recording career in 1996 after signing a record deal with 
Dreamworks and Virgin with Sony reputedly getting a 5% override. Even though George Michael 
ended up re-signing with Sony in 2003, the case continued to dwell on his mind. 

He told a BBC radio documentary “The Red Line” recorded shortly before his death and which 
was not made online due to rights restrictions, “I can honestly say I would do it again.” 
“The people in the industry thought, ‘Of course he’s going to win.’ The contracts of the 1980s had 
been got rid of in the film industry in the 1950s so why were they still there in the 1980s? It’s the 
only industry on earth that has no free agency.” 

Michael added: “Any logical CEO would have thought, ‘OK he’s going to do this, he’ll get it out of 
his system’....I would have given someone who had given them “Faith” a little respect and a little 
time to sort out my life. It would only have been a couple of years.” 

Yet Suzanne Kessler, Entertainment attorney at Bone McAllester Norton and former in-house 
attorney at A&M Records and Universal Music Group, said while George Michael was on shaky 
legal ground, he still deserves sympathy. 

“There are two sides to this tale,” she said. “The music business is a relationship business and 
he was uneasy with what was happening. A label often wants an artist to continue to trade on 
their established brand with the public. But after “Faith” Michael was trying for a new direction, to 
be taken more seriously as an artist instead of just as a pop star sex symbol.” 
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“From his point of view, it was a tough pill to swallow that the label was making more money off 
of him than he was making. The parallel today is with subscription streaming services and other 
digital music where the artist is still not making what they would consider a fair return.” 

Deborah Wagnon, an associate professor at Middle Tennessee State University specializing in 
music industry legal issues, actually interned in London at Russells, George Michael’s 
entertainment law firm, in the mid-1990s. 

She said the case should never have gone to court. “It was horrifically unnecessary what 
happened- George Michael did not have the law on his side,” she said. “Perhaps he had justice 
and an ethics argument on his side but the time to raise his objections would have been upfront 
before he entered into an agreement with full representation.” 

She compared Michael’s case to singer Kesha’s ongoing attempt to break her contract with 
former producer Dr. Luke, on the basis of allegations that Dr. Luke had sexually assaulted and 
verbally abused her. “As upsetting as it was, because it felt unfair, it [Michael’s record deal] 
wasn’t illegal,” Wagnon said. “It’s a similar situation to Kesha, in that the wrong done to her was 
arguably, according to Kesha, of a criminal nature, but it was not in breach of the contract she 
signed.” 

In his verdict on the Sony case, Lord Justice Parker was scathing about Michael’s manager Rob 
Kahane calling him “a thoroughly unreliable and untrustworthy witness.” Michael fired Kahane 
shortly after the legal defeat. 

“The manner in which he pursued the case was very confrontational and going after Sony on 
restraint of trade was a very UK argument,” said Wagnon. “He was praying for a heightened level 
of thinking even though there had not been a legal breach. Unless Solomon is your judge you 
can’t count on that!” 

She added: “George Michael changed the industry over time simply by virtue of people like me 
teaching artists to never have a George Michael scenario happen to them.” 
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Michael’s case impacted on other pop superstars. Prince, who also had legal battles, paid pbulic 
tribute to the star at the 1994 MTV Music Awards, saying “Peace to George Michael.” Mariah 
Carey, then a Sony artist married to the label head Tommy Mottola, told the Guardian earlier this 
year about Michael, “We went for a three-hour dinner, and we had a lot in common: we both had 
these big issues with Sony...we had quite the conversation about it.” 
“The case had a huge impact on me at the time because I realized that artists have a 
responsibility to themselves to be fully informed and representatives of artists have a duty to 
make absolutely certain they know and understand what they are signing,” said Wagnon. 

“George Michael was a human laboratory for the power of the right of approval with respect to 
creative decisions and his contract that allowed anything he turned into Sony having to be in their 
view commercially satisfactory. Legally speaking Sony held all the cards.” 

“The problem for George Michael was that however unappealing certain aspects of his contract 
with Sony might have been, this was an agreement he entered into freely after receiving legal 
and business advice,” Daniel Cohen, a former British music industry lawyer who now works in 
the tech biz said. “He wasn’t some no-nothing kid that a rapacious record company chose to 
exploit and artists are expected to honor the agreements they make unless it can be proved 
they’ve been unfairly tricked.” 

Kessler said that artists “still see a long-term exclusive recording contract as the dream”, citing 
Blake Shelton’s recent decision to re-up with Warner Bros. But she said Michael’s case likely 
deterred more pop stars from taking legal action against their record companies: “It made it less 
attractive for artists with multi-album exclusive deals to sue their labels. The impact on record 
labels was probably a collective sigh of relief that they could still recoup from their heavy 
investment in the artist’s career.” 

Although Michael sold over 100 million albums in the course of his career, he only recorded two 
albums of new material in two decades after the court case. “He kept a brave face and made the 
best of it but it ruined his career,” said Wagnon. 

Michael remained conflicted about Sony until the end. His friend and musical collaborator David 
Austin told GQ Magazine that three months before George Michael died, “he turned around to 
me and he said how he wished he’d never taken Sony on in the first place.” 
“Because it dented the armor for his career in America. He was a guy that was firing on all four 
cylinders, and it just blew that candle out. But the stress and the strain must have been so hard 
at the time that he couldn’t have done anything else. So yes, he regretted it, but he probably 
wouldn’t have changed it.” 
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