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Introduction


I didn’t have anything like this book when I studied composition. There still weren’t any books like it decades later when I began teaching composition and my students need the sort of information provided here. When I would ask how they expect to make a living as a composer of concert music, many students simply didn’t know. Some assumed they’d be doing something completely different; one thought “outside the box” and eventually became a pest exterminator, one of those careers that pays well and can’t be outsourced or replaced by A.I. Some students thought of going into teaching music (though not necessarily composition) to fund their own creative efforts. Over the last decade many have turned to focusing on writing music for film, video games, and other media; some of my students are doing just that and doing well, I’m happy to say. But not one, in all my years of teaching, ever thought to consider trying to earn income as a concert music composer. They had no idea, until I would mention it, that it was even remotely possible.

Let’s face the facts: more often than not, you can’t make a living as a concert music composer. It can’t be said any plainer. All too often music pays less than any non-artistic endeavors, and composers of concert music (aka “classical” music) experience this to an even greater degree. This is the current reality and unlikely to change any time soon. Most universities, colleges, and conservatories have not until very recently prepared composition students properly for the non-academic world. The few that do cobble together information from a wide variety of resources. There has been no single, reliable resource for composers, students, or teachers to depend upon.

The Concert Composer’s Business Handbook is written for writers of original music mostly or completely within the world of classical or concert music, so they can earn income from their music. It does not consider other means of earning income beyond mentioning many of them and providing some resources.

Many books deal with the music business, but most are either theoretical in approach, deal only with legal issues, or focus on making money with pop music or scoring for media. Few tackle concert music. There are many online resources available, but all seem to suffer from similar insufficiencies. There are overlaps among all of these various resources and some apply to concert music composers’ situations, but there hasn’t been a single practical source for the variety of information emerging composers—or even those further along in their careers—need to help support themselves. While The Concert Composer’s Business Handbook is primarily meant for composers at the beginning of their careers, I hope more established composers will find this book useful as well.

I say this disclaimer repeatedly throughout this book: Topics touch on legal and financial matters, but I am neither an attorney, let alone one specializing in copyright and other intellectual property law, nor a CPA or any kind of accountant, tax lawyer, or anyone else trained and allowed by law to give advice on taxes. Anything I write throughout The Handbook is based on my own experience as a longtime composer and arranger, and on the research I’ve done in writing this book. To put it more formally:

The information provided in this book is not, and is not intended to be, legal, financial, or tax advice. All of the information, content, and materials found here are for informational purposes only. No legal or financial action should be taken without first consulting with an attorney, CPA, or certified financial advisor.

There is a truism that things change at astounding rates. Specific information offered here will change over time—certainly anything dealing with technology (the proliferation of artificial intelligence, aka A.I.), numbers (percentages, etc.), copyright law, or specific resources (websites, government agencies, etc.). In fact, just as I was putting the finishing touches on this manuscript, those of us who use music notation programs were rocked by the news that the makers of the Finale program were discontinuing its support effective immediately. The repercussions will certainly have shaken themselves out by the time you read this, but it should give you an idea of just how unpredictably and quickly things can change. Still, the basic concepts needed and provided here will not. This includes the overriding concept behind this book: Composers deserve to be paid for their creative work. It is my hope that you, the reader, will find The Concert Composer’s Business Handbook a useful tool in securing that payment for your music.

Steven L. Rosenhaus, Ph.D.

New York City, 2024
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Chapter 1

 COPYRIGHT



Only one thing is impossible for God: To find any sense in any copyright law on the planet.



—Samuel Clemens, aka Mark Twain


What is Copyright, and Why Should I Use It?

Let’s begin with what should be the most important thing to know about dealing with the music you’ve written: Protect your work. When you create any work of art, there are things you want: the quality of the work to be high, of course; the recognition as the work’s creator; and, most importantly, control over the use and dissemination of the work. It is your creative work. It is, to put it into legal terms, intellectual property (or “IP”). (When hiring an attorney, make sure that person specializes in IP.)

Copyright is a type of intellectual property. It gives its owner the exclusive right to copy, distribute, adapt, print, publish, perform, or record the owner’s original work, or to authorize others to do the same. Anyone who creates an original work and puts it into “fixed form” is automatically considered the copyright owner according to U.S. copyright laws.1
 Works covered by copyright include literary works (such as this book), visual art works, and, most importantly for the reader, musical works. Copyrights are meant to establish the timeline of the work’s creation and to protect its creator and/or an authorized other party, like a publisher, from infringement or plagiarism.

Infringement is the use of a copyright-protected work without permission. Publishing a work without the express permission of the work’s copyright owner is considered an infringement. Plagiarism, which may or may not occur simultaneously as infringement, is the false claim of a work’s creation and/or ownership. Putting your name as the composer of a work written by someone else is plagiarism.

Under U.S. copyright law, an original work is one created by a human author or authors and must have a “minimal degree of creativity.” Works created by artificial intelligence (A.I.) means are not currently considered eligible for copyright. Anyone who creates a work of art, be it music, drama, visual art, or literature, can copyright that work.

Music created and fixed on or after January 1, 1978, will have its copyright in force for the life of the author plus seventy (70) years. If you have collaborated with someone, say on an opera for which you’ve written the music and someone else the libretto, the term lasts for seventy years after the last surviving author’s death.

A work for hire is something you’ve created but have turned over all of your rights for, including but not limited to the copyright, to a third party. Works for hire have a copyright term of 95 years from the work’s publication or 120 years from its creation, whichever is shorter. There are other situations in which the 95-year/120-year terms apply, but they occur rarely for concert music composers.2


Although a work is considered copyrighted once it is put into fixed form, that alone doesn’t always go far in










How Do I Copyright My Music?
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Copyright Registration Forms
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	to register the first published edition of a work previously registered as unpublished;


	to submit yourself (the author) as the copyright claimant (which implies someone or some entity had done so previously); or

	to register a work that has been changed in some manner, usually with revisions or additions.









Copyrighting Non-notated Music





A Word About Titles




Public Domain
















Using Others’ Materials












Notes


	1. The U.S. Copyright Office provides a variety of information on its website, www.copyright.gov, both online and as downloadable pamphlets called “Circulars.” Circular 1, “Copyright Basics,” gives a good overall view of what copyright is and how it works. You can download it here: https://www.copyright.gov/circs/circ01.pdf.

	2. Circular 1 provides some information on copyright durations, but you can find more details in Circular 15A, “Duration of Copyright.” You can download it here: https://www.copyright.gov/circs/circ15a.pdf


	

	3. Circular 38A, “International Copyright Relations of the United States,” is a list of countries with whom the United States has agreements regarding copyright, as well as other related information. You can download it here: https://www.copyright.gov/circs/circ38a.pdf.


	4. Circular 1, “Copyright Basics,” op. cit. See definition of fixed work in the first paragraph.

	5. Because the nature of and need for copyright notices have changed over the years, there may be different rules as to when and how they are to be used. For more detailed information, see Circular 3, “Copyright Notice,” available for download here: https://www.copyright.gov/circs/circ03.pdf.

	6. The index is updated regularly, about once a year. You can access it here: https://www.copyright.gov/fair-use/.
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