Bigger Picture
Wide-Angle Artistry

T

hey’re the company behind the Zac
Brown Band phenomenon. They
helped establish Gloriana. They’ve
worked recent music from Uncle
Kracker, Alan Jackson, Tim McGraw
and Martina McBride. And yet Bigger Picture
remains largely a mystery. No company in recent
country music history has accomplished so
much, so quickly with so little fanfare. That may
partly be by design, but it’s also the product of a
furiously fast and, in a sense false, start.
The genesis, of course, was Live Nation and its
universe-altering plan to enter into multiple-rights
deals with top artists – Madonna, U2 and Jay-Z
among them. Helming Live Nation Recordings was
Canadian-born producer Bob Ezrin (Alice Cooper,
Kiss, Pink Floyd), aided by GM Bill Hein and sales
and marketing guru Bob Cahill.
Bob
Desiring a Nashville connection, Ezrin was
Ezrin
in talks with acclaimed producer and songwriter
Keith Stegall (Alan Jackson) and his partner in
publishing and production company Big Picture Entertainment, Alan Kates. Stegall, meanwhile,
was producing a regionally successful Georgia group, the Zac Brown Band, who became the first
new artist signed to Live Nation. Stegall and Kates called Michael Powers, who in turn brought
in Jeff Solima, to secure radio promotion.
In May 2008, ZBB’s “Chicken Fried” was delivered to Country radio. By July, Live
Nation was backing out of its plans to be a music company, but BPE had already spawned
Bigger Picture Promotions, the single was moving at radio, Atlantic was angling for a deal
with Zac and the former Live Nation team was deciding just how strongly they believed in
their model. The Bigger Picture Group partnership was cemented in January 2009
and since then, the company has added Dale Manning’s Idea Den web marketing
firm and continues to work with Rob Dalton and the New Revolution promotion
staff in a strategic partnership. Country Aircheck spoke with the Bigger
Picture team at their office in Nashville’s Berry Hill to get the full story on their
tumultuous start, their unique and varied relationships with artists and their stillsomewhat-mysterious plans to bring more artists into the fold.

Where does Atlantic enter the picture with Zac?
Stegall: “Chicken Fried” was around No. 15 and I got a call one afternoon from a consultant
with Atlantic who had talked to Zac. And Zac told him to call me. I was asked to take a meeting
in New York with [Atlantic co-chair] Craig Kallman. I brought [Kates] with me and within two or
three hours figured out a way to do business together.
Powers: And once that deal was done, Atlantic is back in the country music business, so we
worked out a deal to be their promotion team in Nashville on behalf of Zac. And we have to thank
Barnie Cahill [no relation] and the team at Roar Management for being adamant about keeping us
on the team as Zac migrated to Atlantic. But what if there was more? Uncle Kracker, Jesse Lee,
all kinds of things came out of that. Carrying their flag gave us call backs and muscle instead of
just being some new guy in a little house in Berry Hill.
If you felt so strongly about Zac and the team, why bring in a partner?
Kates: On some levels it wasn’t just our decision. We’re happy to be partners, but Zac owns
his music and brand. So it was a collective decision of which Zac was the most important part.
Stegall: There were already ongoing conversations. They were courting him.
Ezrin: A number of major labels were going after Zac and Live Nation was actually the last to talk
to him. He walked away from those deals for Live Nation, but when things started to fall apart and he
was already making a name for himself, there was kind of a mad scramble to fill in the blanks. Atlantic
made an offer he couldn’t refuse. All of us are still part of Team Zac. It was the best of all possible
worlds. We have the extra muscle of a major label and everybody has stayed friends and collaborators.
In addition to Atlantic, getting established major label regionals also made a statement.
Solima: We weren’t in a situation where we could train anybody, either. We needed
professionals in a very tough environment to work an artist that wasn’t easy. We didn’t have time
for a learning curve. Everyone at this table worked for free and made sure our people were paid.
Now that Warner Music Nashville has ramped up, will the relationship with Bigger Picture
and Zac Brown change?

How fast did you decide to move forward?
Michael Powers: Jeff and I were told to start our own company and that when
everything was in order we’d all join together. So we opened Bigger Picture Promotion
to work Zac Brown Band, and immediately Stroudavarious and several other clients
came to us. It was a blessing and it enabled us to go build a powerful staff.
Keith Stegall: BPP was a piece of what it would eventually be. They were already
doing it while we were trying to figure out what was going to happen.
Jeff Solima: For a year-and-a-half before all of this I had been calling Michael and
telling him to come out of retirement so we could put a company together. The last time
he said, “Funny you called.”
You got a lot of great promotion people from other major labels. Didn’t
they originally come in because they thought they were joining Live
Nation?
Powers: Keith and Alan asked me to get on the horn with the Live
Nation guys. I proposed a budget, they approved it. We met for breakfast
a week later and, yes, with all good intentions we were moving forward as
Live Nation. When that blew up, we were already ass-deep in the creek.
People were coming and the record was blowing up and we said, “Who
cares? Let’s do it ourselves. Live Nation or no Live Nation.”
Take me through this decision, Bill.
Bill Hein: In July 2008 Live Nation decided they didn’t need my
services. That office was shut down very rapidly. I had barely unpacked in
Miami. Frankly, after meeting Alan, Keith, working with Michael and seeing the
whole Zac Brown thing, I thought, rather impulsively, I’d rather be in Nashville so
I’m just going to move there. Let’s just do the business plan we have without Live
Nation. People are surprised I just picked up and moved here. Alan and Keith certainly
had a surprise when I walked in their office and said, “You have a desk for me?”
And for the Bobs ... what were your decisions like in coming to Nashville from Live Nation?
Bob Cahill: Zac was proof point. I’m a guy who loves a good data point and
everything I’d seen said this model did work in a fluid marketplace. So there was never
any doubt in my mind I wanted to be involved. The moving process wasn’t quite as
impulsive as Bill’s. I commuted back and forth quite a bit. The decision was instant, the
execution took a little bit longer.
Bob Ezrin: We rented a place in January last year. We’ve now bought some land and
are building a house. My wife and I absolutely love Nashville. It’s the greatest music
community on earth. I don’t know what took me so long.
Where does the funding come from?
(All assembled start pulling out wallets and putting them on the table.)
Alan Kates: Keith had made a serious commitment to Zac, and vice versa. They believed in
each other. We made serious commitments to Bob and Bill and Bob. We’d brought Michael and
Jeff into our world. Peoples’ lives were on the line.
Powers: We were all out there.
Stegall: But we had a hit record and a hit artist that was exploding.
Ezrin: The idea was to partner with Alan and Keith to have a country presence and carry
forward that concept of partnering with artists and their careers in a holistic fashion. Zac just
happened to be the first. And what a great way to start.
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Howdy Partners:
Bill Hein, Dale Manning,
Keith Stegall, Jeff
Solima, Bob Cahill,
Michael Powers
and Alan Kates (l-r).

Powers: It already is changing. Jeff and I and Rob Dalton at New Revolution had been
working with Emblem, which is Matt and Dean Serletic and Gloriana. They cut a deal with
Warner Bros. and we remained on that team. Now you’ve got John Esposito coming in and my
good friend Chris Stacey. We can kind of carry that flag, too. We’re on that team and proud to be.
Hein: We did our distribution deal with John Esposito, so we have a great relationship. It’s
wonderful that he came to Nashville because it put our friend at Warner’s that much closer.
You seem to have a unique relationship with each artist you work with. For Zac, it’s one
thing. For Tim McGraw, something else. And different again for the Harters or Christian
Kane. What is the menu?
Ezrin: We do basically everything under our roof with the exception of concert promotion.
We have publishing, management, web services, digital marketing, sales and marketing, the best
radio promotion in town and production. It’s a unique thing. You’ve got producers who have
made a few records in our careers and know how that’s done. We’re also developing some young
producers to work with under our direction, so we can keep production as the spark that starts off
a relationship, then matriculate them up into the rest of the company and launch their career. In
those projects, we actually become partners.
We also realized we can function a little bit like a merchant bank. We can provide some of these
services separately to important, quality artists and projects. It helps them get to know us on one
level, and they may be available when it’s time to evaluate their relationships and the way they’re
running their career. We’re also starting to have some conversations with artists about taking care of
their business on multiple levels. A combination package. That would be the third leg of the stool.
What’s the pitch to artists?
Cahill: One single agenda. It’s really that simple. In a normal pie there are a lot of little pieces
carved out. Those agendas very rarely match up. In our case, it’s all about making the pie bigger.
It doesn’t matter which area grows at what rate at what time. There’s only, “Are the Harters bigger
this month than they were last month?”
Powers: Also, when we want to have a talk with our artists, we call a meeting like this. We sit
around this table and management, publishing and producer are all there. They’re the same guys.
And they’re also the record guys.
Cahill: Say we want to prime the pump and give away 100,000 tracks. We don’t have to
go ask permission from the publishers. Just do it. We’re fluid because the marketplace is fluid.
A publisher doesn’t want to give up its 9.5 cents in order to sell a t-shirt. We just want to sell
something and make the artist bigger.
Kates: It’s not a pitch, it’s a philosophy. There are those who will embrace it and those
who won’t.
Stegall: We empower the artists to be partners with us. Not to be our minions and slaves until
they become famous, turn on us and bite us. All we’re doing is helping people who are smart
enough to have figured out how to get where they’re trying to go using the old pieces of the model

that still are a part of the business.
Ezrin: We’ve modeled it, and the artist gets more of the pie. They end up with a bigger piece than
when they parse out their rights to a bunch of different people. And the pie itself gets bigger when you
have control over all of this stuff. You get one hand to hold or one throat to choke depending upon how
you’re feeling and, with our WEA distribution, you have the power of a major label in the back room.
What is the relationship with other promotion teams when you take on a major label client?
Solima: Rob Dalton and I started this a long time ago with New Revolution. This is a model
built on learning from a lot of mistakes on that end. So, we didn’t come into this blindly. Part of
the success is based on getting a No. 1 record at Midas with Emerson Drive.
Powers: Adrian Michaels is an absolute brother and a partner. So to work alongside him,
Redlight and Coran Capshaw on behalf of his biggest artist has us all pulling together. As long as
we are respectful of Curb and that Adrian is running the show, we are an aid, an extra ninja, an
extra breeze in the sail. We weren’t going to be fighting anybody. That doesn’t help Tim McGraw
at all, and that relationship would have lasted about five minutes.
Do you foresee a time in the near future where a superstar act might leave their label and
bring their recording business to you?
Powers: It seems the absolutely logical next step. (extended pause)
Solima: We’re counting on it. (laughs)
Anyone you’d like to announce?
All: No!
What is the arrangement with New Revolution?
Solima: We want the best players on the field, and by bringing these companies together we’ll
get the best regionals available.
Powers: We have already utilized each other’s staffs. One of the magical moments with
Zac Brown was when we got Dave Kirth and Tony Morreale involved from New Rev. We put
everybody into the stove to get it hot enough. Everybody who knew how to work a record was
beating the street. It worked. We liked having a double-down option.
Dalton: We saw that this could work in another level kind of way, being able to pick from a
large group of promotion people who have different relationships.
Powers: Sometimes sharing each other’s promotion staffs helps us make sure we have the right
people in the right places at radio, and that helps our artists.
What else do you have on the horizon?
Solima: New Revolution will be coming out with the new Bomshel. It’s on Curb, but it will only be
our promotion staff working it. We’ll have a series of [similar] partnerships with major labels.
So you’re not a supplement to a label’s promotion efforts, you’re it. That’s never been done.
Solima: The biggest problem a record label has is that they can’t get enough product into the
system. As you know, we used to get four singles per year [on the charts]. Now we get two.
What is the digital services component?
Dale Manning: Idea Den has been around for eight
years, and my focus was on Christian music. I have
most of the top acts from Nashville’s other music
industry – from Casting Crowns and Third Day to
Switchfoot. Taking a very like-minded business and
adding it as a kind of missing piece of the pie was
a can’t-miss situation. When you’re sitting with
the artist, being able to determine the visuals
and how to pull it through online is a perfect
match to what promotion, sales and marketing
are doing. From photography to packaging to
building the website and running the social
networks, we fill in the picture. We’re largely
in music, but we also have Bill Frist, Mandy
Moore, TV shows and athletes as clients.
Where does the business model go
from here? Do you want to grow
BPG Records?
Ezrin: We’re very high on
country, we also believe strongly
in Christian. We also know
in the world of rock and pop
there are some very interesting
opportunities. They’re all just other
ways of proving out the model.
Hein: You referenced Bigger Picture
Records. There’s no such thing. We use
the names Bigger Picture and Bigger Picture
Group as the brand. We don’t add “records”
to it because that kind of suggests label. We go
out of our way not to think like a label. We’re
probably closer to an artist manager where they’re
looking at the whole career. If you call it “records”
you’re taking a narrower view.
You all were part of the old model in various ways,
but it’s interesting that you’re getting rid of some of
that thinking.
Cahill: It’s really about paying attention and knowing
what’s broken and what’s not. Radio is still central. Why? It
still works. A lot of other things do not anymore. In a changing
marketplace, it’s about being adaptive, figuring out what still
works and applying that. Newcomers usually come in and throw it
all out and say, “It’s all f---ed.” Well, that’s not true.
Hein: We sat down with a blank piece of paper two years ago.
We designed a company from scratch; there was no legacy entity
we needed to re-engineer. The idea was never to build a record
label for the 21st century.
Powers: Jeff and I have been doing promotion our whole
careers, but here I also get to sit in and talk about creative ways
to do merchandise or grow in other aspects. We’re all getting to
be a part of that bigger vision.
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