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Make Your Musical Career Perform
Austin arts organizations offer local performers help turning talent into a profitable business.
Story by S. Kay Bell

T

he Beatles got one thing wrong. Being a
musician is a labor of love, but to make a
living as a singer, songwriter or performer,
you definitely need more than love. In addition to
translating your muse, you must master the business skills that allow you to turn your creations
into moneymaking enterprises.
Whether they’re playing in a garage band or a
big-time symphony orchestra, most musicians are
self-employed. Like any other small business person, they must cope with the many challenges of
making their endeavor profitable, from marketing
to billing to taxes. Unfortunately, the creative temperament often doesn’t mix well with the nutsand-bolts mindset of business.
Fortunately for Central Texas musicians, there’s
the Austin Music Foundation. Since opening its
doors on Feb. 28th, 2002, AMF has been helping
local musicians acquire and hone business skills.
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Such acumen is critical nowadays, said the foundation’s executive director Suzanne Quinn, because of the way the music industry has evolved.
“It’s really sort of every artist for themselves,”
said Quinn. “There are very few label deals in the
historical sense the way they used to be where the
label would support you out on tour and front you
the money. Now it really doesn’t exist for the vast
majority of artists.” AMF’s goal is to help today’s
musicians bridge that gap. “We really work on a lot
of those skills,” said Quinn. “It’s very practical,
actionable education and advice that they can immediately apply to improve their careers.”

Austin’s Blessing and Curse
You would think that musicians in the Live Music Capital of the World wouldn’t have to worry

about making a go of it, but Austin’s musical mania can actually
pose problems.
A 2001 economic impact study
on how music affects the city’s
economy found that while
Austin “enjoys an unusually high concentration of
musicians and musicrelated activity, this actually can work to the detriment of those in the local
industry.” The abundance of local musical
talent provides clubs
with a wide variety of
acts to choose from,
noted the report. With
such a buyers’ market

Tax Considerations
for Musicians
It’s tax-filing season and musicians and other
performers have some special tax considerations.
The Arts Tax Info website (www.artstaxinfo.
com) offers some tips to help members of the
creative community meet their IRS obligations.
for the clubs, it’s possible that “a performer could
actually lose money by playing a gig, in that their
costs (for equipment, rehearsal space, band members, etc.) exceed what they are paid.”
While the report is almost seven years old,
things for many musicians are still tough. AMF
recently worked with University of Texas business
students to identify gaps in Austin’s music infrastructure. “We heard over and over again that artists are struggling to make a living,” said Quinn.
“And it’s really difficult because the clubs are also
struggling. It’s hard to pay a band if an audience
doesn’t turn out, so there’s a lot of responsibility
on the bands to market themselves and get the
word out there about their shows.”
That was the most difficult task for Kit Holmes, a
singer/songwriter who’s called Austin home since
2002. “Self-promotion is the hardest. There’s a fine
line between sounding egotistical when speaking

about yourself and getting yourself out there,” said
Holmes. “You have to have that level of confidence.”
To help musicians build the same level of offstage self-assurance that they enjoy when performing, AMF has several programs. Its Music Industry Boot Camps are popular educational
seminars designed to help musicians learn about
the business aspects of the music industry. Last
year, AMF launched a new outreach effort, Small
Group Sessions. “Initially we had done the one-onone career advice service, but we looked at that
and thought it’s really great and the artists get a
lot out of it but we just weren’t having the impact
we wanted to have,” said Quinn. “So what we’ve
done now, to bring in a peer-to-peer element, is
put 15-to-20 artists together with one industry
professional to talk about a very focused topic and
get potentially, some very individualized advice.”
See worth on page 76

As independent contractors, musicians
should receive a Form 1099-MISC for any payment of at least $600. But even if you didn’t
make that much for a performance or simply
didn’t get a 1099, that doesn’t absolve you from
reporting the income.
All payments for gigs, income from teaching,
sideman work, session work, etc., regardless of
whether you receive tax statement, must be reported on your Form 1040.
Club owners typically don’t like to issue multiple 1099s to each member of a band and often
will pay just the bandleader and then issue one
payment statement. In this case, the bandleader
will report the entire 1099 income on his or her
See Tax Considerations on page 76
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One session looked at tour booking, how to approach a talent buyer at a club and how to talk to
them. “We got an e-mail a few days later that said,
‘Wow! I did what you said and I just booked my
first out-of-town gig,’” said Quinn.
Holmes, too, is a fan of the AMF business training opportunities. “Just being able to have access
to people and meet others who are at different
stages of their careers, to have the one-on-one
ability to connect with people at different levels,”
said Holmes. “And it’s a two-way street. I get to
give advice to some people as well.” As a former
studio owner, Holmes says she gets a lot of questions from musicians who’ve never made a CD and
she’s happy to share her expertise. “To me what
seems easy is for first-timers a challenge.”

Wide Range of Services
In addition to music industry-specific advice, AMF
programs offer a wide range of general business counsel. Some of the Small Group Sessions have discussed
topics ranging from press kit basics and copyright issues to relationship building and business basics.
“They give you the tools and put you in touch
with the people to help further the business part,
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legal advice, marketing advice, press kits,” said
Holmes. “Covering all the things we need to know
as artists.” And in the collaborative Austin spirit,
a variety of groups work together to help musicians and other members of the creative community improve their chances of success. During
February’s Love Austin Music Month, AMF and the
city held an Artists Resource Fair. Participating
organizations included, among others, the SIMS
Foundation, Community Tax Centers, Consumer
Credit Counseling, Small Business Development
Program, Texas Department of Insurance and
Health Alliance for Austin Musicians.
AMF also works with Catalyst 8, the professionals’ group that supports the Long Center for the
Performing Arts. Taking a page from AMF’s Boot
Camp program, Catalyst 8 launched BoostCamp.
February’s inaugural event, which also included
the participation of the Austin Film Society, was a
panel discussion on ways to take a creative career
to the next level. Panelists included visual artists,
musicians, theater representatives and advertising and production company executives.
Such creative community cooperation is critical
as Austin grows, said Quinn. She’s also pleased
that City leaders are taking a more encompassing
approach to addressing issues that affect both
See Profitable Business on page 94

Tax Considerations from page 75

tax return. The lead musician then must issue
separate 1099s to his individual band members
to account for amounts paid them and take the
expense deduction. If you must issue 1099s to
your band mates, roadies, lighting or sound
people, be sure to get their tax ID information
via IRS form W-9.
As self-employed workers, musicians can
claim the many deductions discussed in IRS
Publication 535, Business Expenses.
But performers and musicians also can take
deductions that are considered personal for
most other taxpayers. These include concert
tickets, CDs, stage makeup and clothing, music
lessons, and similar expenses necessary for
performers to keep up with trends in their profession.
Be aware that such deductions might attract
added IRS attention, but don’t let that possibility deter you from claiming legitimate expenses.
Just be sure to maintain good records to verify
your business expenses.

Nina Revering from page 73

Revering took great delight in putting together something brand new
with her own stamp on it. She deliberately courts kids from all walks of
life, all income levels and all races.
The choir’s Shining Star Scholarship
program recruits in minority schools
and diverse school districts. “It’s important to me beyond anyone else, to
reach these kids. That’s what this
comes down to. Because the kids who
have means and have families who
are there for them, will find opportunities. These kids, no,” she says. “It’s
a huge goal of mine – huge. As much
a goal as it is for me to have a choir
that sounds professional and artistic, it is a goal to fill it up with these
kids.” This season, the choir has 13
Hispanic children, three African
Americans, and three Asian children, out of a total of 65 members.
She describes one of her scholarship kids with a “beautiful, gorgeous
voice.” His home life is unsettled and
unhappy; he has to find rides to
choir practice with his Big Brother or
another choir family member or
sometimes even Revering. And yet
he is always there. “Against all odds,
this kid has the most incredible work
ethic I’ve ever seen in rehearsals.
You can pick him out – he’s the one
sitting up tall, he’s memorized the
music long before anyone else. He
moves with the music, he just soaking it up like there’s no tomorrow.”
Her eyes get misty and her voice
breaks when she recalls collecting the
children’s music folders at the end of
the season. Inside this child’s folder
was a note that said, “CCC is the best
thing that ever happened to me.”
Next season, the choir will expand into two choirs and the child
with the “beautiful, gorgeous voice”
will be in the advanced choral group.
In the coming years, there are plans
for Conspirare Children’s Choir
tours, recordings, festivals, competitions and more scholarships.
Asked if she has a message for
austinwoman readers, Revering urges people to attend music and dance
performances. “I think that dragging your kids kicking and screaming to a choir concert is a good thing
to do. Dragging your husband to the
opera is a good thing to do. Go to the
ballet, go to the symphony, get out
there and see what the arts have to
offer. Because it’s so much. I just
think people need to come.”
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MORE INFO
Conspirare
www.Conspirare.org
512.476.5775
For more information about the
Shining Star scholarship program:
contact Rick Gabrillo, rgabrillo@
conspirare.org
Love Is A Circle
Conspirare makes its performance
debut in Wimberley’s St. Stephen’s
Episcopal Church and in Austin’s
Congregation Agudas Achim,
performing with guest composer
and guitarist Jeffrey Van.
Saturday, March 29, 2008, 7:30 p.m.
St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church
Wimberley
Sunday, March 30, 2008, 7:30 p.m.
Congregation Agudas Achim
7300 Hart Lane, Austin
Conspirare Children’s Choir
Spring Concert
Saturday, April 26, 2008, 7:00 p.m.
St. Martin’s Lutheran Church
606 W. 15th Street, Austin

Profitable Business from page 76

musicians and the city. While sound
ordinance concerns were the catalyst,
a City task force now will also look at
other issues such as building codes,
venue affordability (more clubs are
moving out of the city to less costly
spaces in outlying neighborhoods,
said Quinn), designation of an entertainment district and East 6th Street
music revitalization. “It’s more forward thinking, a more thoughtful approach – that is what we need to be
able to keep calling ourselves the Live
Music Capital of the World,” said
Quinn. “It always helps to have things
like South by Southwest and Austin
City Limits to shine a national spotlight on Austin, but small venues are
the city’s heart.”

MORE INFO
Austin Music Foundation
www.austinmusicfoundation.org
512.323.0787
Singer/songwriter Kit Holmes
www.kitholmesmusic.com

