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NO SUCH THING AS A FREE AX
Think you’re ready to become an endorser  
for a major instrument manufacturer? Read on
By Mac Randall

← 
A PRS Guitars endorser, jazz-rock innovator John McLaughlin performs at the 2012 PRS Experience, held at the company’s Maryland factory

W
hen you hear the 
words “celebrity 
product endorse-
ment,” what do 
you think of first? 
Beyoncé going on a 
world tour backed 
by Pepsi, perhaps, or 

Robert De Niro doing ads for American 
Express, or Michael Phelps getting his 
mug on a box of Wheaties. Those are the 
big ones—ultra-high-profile deals that 
can be worth millions of dollars. As we’re 

all aware, in some cases painfully, the jazz 
world doesn’t have such visibility, and 
it certainly doesn’t traffic in such lofty 
figures. But for those very reasons, the 
principal type of endorsement deal you’ll 
find in jazz—musicians forging partner-
ships with instrument manufacturers—
can be of critical importance, both to the 
players and to the companies that make 
what they play.

For the companies, the reward is 
clear: brand exposure. Having a note-
worthy jazz artist play your instruments 

and say nice things about them is the 
kind of advertising you can’t buy. “Artist 
branding is the most important part of 
our company,” says Chris Gero, founder 
and vice president of Yamaha Entertain-
ment Group. He oversees artist relations 
in all departments of the multi-instru-
ment manufacturer. (Yamaha currently 
has about 2,000 active artist endorsers, 
including pianist Geri Allen, trom-
bonist Wycliffe Gordon, trumpeters 
Randy Brecker and Wayne Bergeron, 
saxophonist Rudresh Mahanthappa 



and drummers Steve Gadd and Ben 
Riley.) “The majority of how we brand 
ourselves is through talent. This isn’t 
NASCAR or McDonald’s. The music-
product business doesn’t get major 
exposure through commercial channels. 
We expose the brand by becoming a 
partner in an artist’s career.”

And what does the artist get out of 
the deal? That varies. Some companies 
provide their endorsers with networking 
and promotional support. Others sponsor 
and book tours. Yamaha has even gone so 
far as to form its own label; under Gero’s 
leadership, it’s now helping to record and 
release albums by artists like pianist Jason 

Webb and bassist Nathan East. But the 
one thing that all endorsement deals have 
in common is that they give musicians 
access to equipment, and lots of it. 

Not so long ago, before the entire music 
industry shrank and the Great Recession 
of 2008 blew in, most of that gear was 
gratis. If you were an artist endorser for a 
company, you got pretty much whatever 
you wanted, no questions asked. Those 
days are over. Yes, you can still pick and 
choose your equipment. And yes, you’re 
still entitled to artist discounts, which can 
be deep indeed—in some cases up to 80 
percent below retail. But unless you’re al-
ready a major name, don’t expect anything 
without a price tag. As Chris Stankee, 
director of artist relations at Sabian 
Cymbals, acknowledges, “It’s the Catch-22 
of the industry. The entry-level guys, who 
could use the free gear the most, don’t get 
it anymore, and the people who have no 
problem paying don’t always have to pay.”

But even if you’re lucky enough to get 

an ax without having to fork over any 
cash, it’s never really free. The gear comes 
with expectations attached. “We have a 
standard list of requirements for all our 
endorsers,” says Bev Fowler, director of 
artist relations at PRS Guitars. “We expect 
them to play our instruments when they 
go onstage, and to mention us wher-
ever appropriate on social media or in 
interviews. We ask them to put together 
an informal video for us about how they 
use our instruments in a way that sets 
them apart. In exchange, we’ll post items 
on our website or Twitter about their new 
albums or their tours. We’re helping each 
other out. It’s like a marriage.”

Yamaha’s Gero prefers to call it “a recip-
rocal agreement.” “We’ve never actually 
paid someone to endorse us, but when we 
provide you with a discounted instrument, 
it’s still on some level an exchange of mon-
ey,” he adds. “And once that exchange has 
been made, you then have a responsibility 
to represent and publicize our brand.”

Based on the number of inquiries that 
manufacturers get from players about 
these deals, many musicians seem willing 
to take on that responsibility. Stankee 
says that Sabian receives thousands of 
unsolicited endorsement requests every 
year. Fowler estimates PRS’ numbers at 
25 to 30 per week. And Gero says, “Our 

phones are ringing off the 
hook every day with every 
possible opportunity.”

•••
IN MOST CASES, THE INQUIRING 
PARTIES ARE ASKED TO FILL OUT 
a simple application form 
detailing their professional 

“THE MAJORITY OF HOW WE BRAND 
OURSELVES IS THROUGH TALENT,” 
SAYS CHRIS GERO, FOUNDER AND 
VICE PRESIDENT OF YAMAHA 
ENTERTAINMENT GROUP.  
“THIS ISN’T NASCAR OR MCDONALD’S. 
THE MUSIC PRODUCT BUSINESS 
DOESN’T GET MAJOR EXPOSURE 
THROUGH COMMERCIAL CHANNELS.  
WE EXPOSE THE BRAND BY BECOMING 
A PARTNER IN AN ARTIST’S CAREER.”
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Yamaha’s team of instrument  
endorsers is vast and versatile,  

and includes Nathan East, Steve Gadd, 
Rudresh Mahanthappa and  

Randy Brecker (clockwise from top)
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affiliations and which of the company’s 
products interest them. (If you already 
use those products, that’s a big plus.) 
Online searches will usually take care 
of whatever else the artist relations 
department needs. “Everything’s on the 
Internet now, so you can’t bullshit me,” 
Stankee says. “I don’t even ask for press 
kits anymore. They’re usually just inflated 
résumés anyway. I do ask for upcoming 
studio and tour dates. YouTube videos 
can be a big help, even if they’re bad. It’s 
so important to have a strong presence 
online. Posting video and audio, and be-
ing consistent about it, tells us so much 
of what we need to know.”

So how do companies choose who 
makes the final cut? “We’re looking at 
who’s getting media attention, who’s 
influential and who’s up and com-
ing,” Fowler explains. “The explosion 
of social media has changed the way 
we do that. We used to go after artists 
based on record sales, but in the age of 
streaming, those figures are no longer 
accurate. I still look at the Billboard 
charts and at ticket sales, but I also 
look at the number of followers people 
have on Twitter and Instagram. Of 
course, you don’t know if those num-
bers are real—people can buy all that 
stuff too—but if you look hard enough, 
you can usually tell who’s waving the 
flag and who isn’t.”

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but 
we want people who are going to have an 
influence over our customers,” Stankee 
says. “If people are serious about jazz, 
then they’re serious about making a career 
in music and they’re probably going to be 
sticking around for a lifetime. Those are 
the artists we want. Mark Guiliana is a 
great example. We endorsed him six years 
before he was widely known. It was a real 
investment on the part of the company, 
but that investment is paying off because 
he’s become a huge influence.”

“We’re very selective,” Gero admits. 
“We’re not just looking for exceptional 
musicianship. What we’re after is some-

thing more robust than that. We want to 
know how they interact—what sort of 
people they are. The wrong attitude can 
take you out of the game entirely.”

Making that kind of personal evalua-
tion requires personal contact. “There’s 
nothing more important than getting to 
know the artists,” Stankee says. “Go see 
them play a show, have a real conversa-
tion with them. Don’t just get on the 
phone and say, ‘How about making us 
some money?’”

Stankee adds that players who have a 
solid reputation as educators also tend 
to get serious consideration for endorse-
ment deals. He ought to know. Before 
he worked at Sabian, he was a Sabian 
endorser. “I’d established myself in the 

Michigan drum teaching community,” 
he says, “and I had enough influence 
through my teaching that the company 
gave me license to represent them. It’s a 
different kind of influence from the kind 
Jack DeJohnette has, but you’re taking 
the brand to a small town in Michigan 
where Jack DeJohnette probably won’t be 
going anytime soon, and that’s valuable.”

•••
NO MATTER WHETHER YOU’RE A PLAYER, 
a teacher or both, if a manufacturer is 
interested in endorsing you, they’re going 
to offer you a contract to sign. In the 
great majority of cases, these contracts 
simply set out each party’s responsibil-
ity to the other in a succinct fashion. 
Yamaha’s standard agreement is barely 
more than a page. “The reason it’s not a 
30-page contract,” Gero says, “is because 
I run the business with this mantra: 
‘Either we get each other or we don’t.’ In 
general, the bigger the star is, the shorter 
the term of the contract is. A three-year 
agreement is typical. The shortest term 
we usually allow is one year. Then there 
are the longstanding contracts that just 
continuously renew. Elton John, for 
example, has been with us 22 years, and 
that sort of duration is not uncommon.”

Other companies’ contracts, like 
Sabian’s, make no mention of a term, 
and allow either party to opt out at any 
time after notifying the other. In some 
cases, manufacturers will insist on a grace 
period in which they can continue to use 
the endorser’s name and likeness. This 
may come in handy if, for example, you 
notify your sponsors of your intention 
to opt out right after they’ve printed up a 
pile of ads with your face on them. Which 
wouldn’t be a smart thing to do, by the 
way, and if you do it—or something else 
unadvisable, like repeatedly jumping from 
one company to another—sooner or later 
somebody’s going to suspect that you may 
not be in this for the right reasons. 

“Even policies as simple as ours get 
violated every day,” Gero says. “I’ve had 
artists contracted with us sign another 
contract with a direct competitor and 
think that somehow we’ll never notice. 
I’ve supplied equipment for use on a TV 
show only to see that our logo was [ob-
scured] when the show was broadcast. 
I’ve sent gear to artists that went up for 
sale on eBay within a matter of days. We 

← 

“We endorsed [Mark Guiliana] six years before he was widely known,” says Chris Stankee, director of artist 
relations at Sabian Cymbals. “It was a real investment on the part of the company, but that investment is paying 
off because he’s become a huge influence.”
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say to people in those kinds of situations, 
‘OK, when you decide what you want, let 
us know. We don’t have time to babysit 
people at this level.’”

Th ere are lots of ways that endorsement 
deals can go wrong, and not all of them 
have to do with gear. “We expect our en-
dorsers to be brand ambassadors,” Stankee 
observes. “Th at means you should play 
our product exclusively, but it also means 
you shouldn’t write racist tweets.”

Presuming you don’t do such things, 
it’s possible to establish close ties with the 
company. And once you’ve been in the 
family for a while, those ties can become 
ever more benefi cial. For Bev Fowler, 
taking care of the needs of PRS’ existing 
endorsers always comes fi rst. “Customer 
service is at the top of my priority list,” 
she says. “I may have a bunch of new 
artist-endorsement [pitches] in my 
inbox, but they can stay there for a while 
if Carlos Santana needs a toggle switch 
replaced.”

“For us, there is no ‘no,’” Gero insists. 
“If you need a piano moved so you can 
play it on Th e Tonight Show, it simply 
has to happen. It doesn’t matter if it’s 4 
a.m. and the truck’s going to get three 
parking tickets. Earlier this year I got a 
call from Alicia Keys. She was on tour 
in Europe and her piano had stopped 
working. It turned out that all of our 
European electric pianos have a govern-
ment-mandated power-saving mode, 
and hers had gone into that. It was Me-
morial Day weekend, but she had a gig 
that night, so I was on the phone getting 
this problem sorted out. We’re there for 
our artists 24 hours a day.”

Becoming one of those artists—or an 
endorser for any instrument company—
may be tougher than it was before the 
’08 crash, but it’s still possible if you’re 
ready to take on the responsibility and 
you know what you want. “Sometimes,” 
Gero says, “I tell people, ‘You don’t need 
this endorsement. You’re better off  at 
this stage being free of obligations.’ And 
sometimes people have expectations that 
just can’t be met. But when we enter into 
an agreement with an artist, we consider 
ourselves partners from that point on. 
And we’re partners in a way that serves 
the artist, not so much fi nancially but 
creatively. Th ere is a tangible quid pro 
quo, but the goal of the relationship isn’t 
to exploit artists. It’s to elevate them.” JT


