BRANDING THE BAND -- June 2005

Branding is the hot marketing trend at the moment and has been for the past several years.  But in spite of claims to the contrary, it’s hardly a new phenomenon.  Consider Duke Ellington.  His “famous orchestra” was promoted in the 1930s in a way that could be  a classic case study of brand-building.  Irving Mills was his impresario and in 1933 he published a manual for publicity agents at venues that had booked Ellington and the band.  It included, among other things:

*  The correct way to list Ellington, the famous orchestra and Mills Artists on all promotional material, including line art of Ellington in top hat and tails.

* Suggestions on how to get media outlets (radio stations and local newspapers) interested in interviews.

* Availability of photos for “autograph stunts.” 

* Newspaper “tie-ups” for charitable causes such as “ shoe fund, boys camp, crippled children, aged persons or hospital shut-ins.”

* A collection of sample press stories, “punch lines” and “trailers” to be used at movie theaters.

The manual also included what we would now call “message points:”  “In your campaign do not treat Duke Ellington as just another band leader... Sell Ellington as a great artist, a musical genius whose unique style and individual theories of harmony have created a new music.  Sell his orchestra as a class attraction, a group of stellar artists whose performance has stimulated international interest...”

This comes from, “Reminiscing in Tempo: A Portrait of Duke Ellington,  an excellent biography by Stuart Nicholson.  It’s almost entirely written in direct quotes from Ellington and his associates, which gives it both narrative drive and a wonderful sense of immediacy.

We now think of Ellington as a legend and one of America’s national treasures, but in the early 1930s he WAS just another band leader.  He was “controlled” for instance by mob interests in New York (who also offered valuable protection in Chicago and Los Angeles), and he faced the same problems while traveling in the south as other black entertainers. (Many of those problems were solved by leasing private Pullman cars for the band to use as sleeping and eating quarters).

Radio broadcasts from Harlem’s Cotton Club, and appearances in movies helped elevate Ellington to national recognition.  And Mills’ branding guide helped keep the momentum going throughout the Depression years.
