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Payola and Publicity 
 

Luis C. Engelke 
 
Performing on a tour with Orquestra Sinfônica Brasileira in 1992 was an eventful experience in 
many ways. There were four concerts in Brasilia, the capital of Brazil, alone. These included 
concerts for the Fernando Henrique Cardoso – the nation’s president at the time – congress and 
other dignitaries. Not only were these concerts enjoyable, the orchestra was truly treated like 
royalty performing in outstanding venues, staying in the most lavish hotels, and of course eating 
the most delicious Brazilian cuisine. The final event of the tour consisted of one outdoor concert 
by the city’s train station, where the greater public could hear the orchestra. A news team was 
there and quickly they asked several musicians what they felt about performing in a venue like a 
train station. The first five or six musicians all responded similarly that this had been an 
outstanding tour and there was great appreciation for the opportunity to perform for audiences 
that might not hear live classical music regularly. Before any thought could be completed, the 
reaction of the news team was to pull away and immediately dispatch to the next musician 
available in proximity. As noted, this occurred several times. 
 
At last the team made there way to the Principal Flutist. His response was one of outrage at 
performing at such a dirty location with poor acoustics: his parents did not send him to a 
European conservatory to return to Brazil and perform in these types of unappreciated and 
deplorable locations. Moreover, not unexpectedly, the evening news story was titled Orquestra 
Sinfônica Brasileira expresses outrage at performing at train station, and of course, there was 
only one interview aired. The story was written before the reporters arrived; they just needed 
some small bit of collaborating evidence to support their account. 
 
Music is largely disseminated through publicity. Even great artists have to promote themselves or 
have someone promote them. Where is the line drawn between publicity vs. legitimate and 
unbiased review? Can anyone know if what he or she is reading is genuine discourse or covert 
propaganda? This is the case in many aspects of society. Perhaps no news is completely 
unbiased; however, in music we can see cases where there is obvious manipulation of media to 
promote sales. 
 
The 1950’s were known for many things, including game show scandals where these 
competitions were not genuine but scripted to produce the greatest ratings. Payola is somewhat 
the musical equivalent of this practice – at least because the first accounts occurred during the 
same time. One might think that paying a DJ to play their music on the radio makes complete 
sense, assuring their music is aired and heard. This and other subtle practices are however 
against the law and termed Payola. Read two short articles regarding Payola, and ask yourself 
how are other aspects of society similar. Following is a personal correspondence from Fanfare 
magazine assuring a favorable review if a recently released recording is advertised in their 
magazine. In principal, is this really any different than Payola? Can reviews really be taken 
seriously? Do emerging artists need to buy their publicity? Are there any other ethical concerns? 
Is there is an issue of public trust? 
 
Many musicians enjoy their careers as performers and do not seek out publication as a means of 
disseminating their knowledge. For those who do, the result can be a thought-provoking exercise 
that enriches both performance and instruction. While interpretation of musical styles and a few 
other topics may at times be controversial, rarely are topics such as medicine and ethical 
considerations addressed in music. Personal experience from writing about the use of drugs by 
musicians has demonstrated that opinions regarding the appropriate use of medicine and the 
unethical use of Performance Enhancing Drugs very greatly between individuals. In fact, in the 
field of music, the use of Beta Blockers (drugs that suppress the body from producing adrenaline) 
to cope with the symptoms associated with performance anxiety can be considered a hot button 
issue. Even when presenting the academic community facts in an unbiased manner, the topic 
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was inflammatory to some individuals with differing perspectives – as evidenced by personal 
correspondences received. 
 
The following points are important to remember regarding the ethical use of drugs vs. 
performance enhancement: 
 

1) This topic has been selected largely because there are many views on the issue based 
on each individual’s background and personal beliefs. 
 

2) Medical advancements occur regularly, and as a society, the views on what is ethical and 
non-ethical are evolving. A comparison in the arts, sport, and academics helps provide a 
further understanding of the subject. 
 

3) The use of drugs to enhance music performance or other endeavors is not encouraged. 
 

4) Many individuals within the profession do not seriously consider or research the issue 
before making personal decisions. The information provided in this course discloses 
some of the basic knowledge needed to understand the subject and displays a few 
different perspectives. 

 
An article published in the College Music Symposium provides an in-depth analysis of the issue 
from the standpoint of the music educator. Read the details of the history of Beta Blockers within 
the music profession. Some readers have rejected a parallel with athletics, while others have 
been completely surprised and found the research thought provoking. 
 
Ruth Ann McClain’s story was chronicled in the New York Times: being terminated form her 
university employment because she recommended Beta Blockers to her students. A personal 
interview with her provides greater insight into the occurrences and her beliefs. Read “The effect 
of beta blockade on stage fright”, one of the first studies on the subject -- published in The Rocky 
Mountain Medical Journal. Following, an article in 1984 by Thomas Brantigan and his brother 
Charles Brantigan in conjunction with an interview undertaken more than 25 years later with 
Thomas Brantigan demonstrate how some views on the subject have evolved since the first 
research was published in 1978. Finally, some individual accounts of Beta Blocker usage are 
provided in “The Taboo Tablet”. 
 
Many questions arise when examining the many resources provided on this subject. The 
following are important aspects to consider. Where should the line be drawn between what is 
considered medicine to help individuals and Performance Enhancing Drugs? How have these 
views changed during the past decades, and how will they continue to evolve? Are the arts and 
athletics different? Should there be any intervention in arts governing organizations as there are 
in athletics? If so, does cost make this prohibitive? Undoubtedly, there will be varying opinions on 
these and other questions regarding the use of Beta Blockers for coping with the symptoms 
associated with performance anxiety. 
 


