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LETTER FROM NEW YORK

By JULIA CROWE

PAUL HERZMAN, the classical music inventory
coordinator of New York's Virgin Megaslores in
Times Square and Union Square, has an unerringly
sharp eye for detail. a irail he has cultivated after
first serving as the General Manager of Tower
Records for sixteen years and now at Virgin lor six
years. While telling me how he had stndied guitar at
Brooklyn College wilh Albert Valdes Blain and then
privately with Michael Newman, he steps forward
and removes an uncapped black ballpoint pen that
had nearly blended in against the black backdrop of
a CD display. He is also quick 1o notice CDs that are
oul of place and does nol hesitate to remark on odd
cover art choices.

The slore, which lives up Lo its megastore moniker,
is a vast complex built upon two levels, Upstairs, the
latest rock and hip-hop music is piped in through
the sound system while the classical musie is locat-
ed downstairs on the main floor with the books. If
you ask any New York guitarist, they'll tell you that
Virgin, Tower and Luthier Music Corp. are consid-
ercd the hest resources in the city when it comes to
the overall selection of classical guitar recordings.

Let me show you what our Classical Music section
used to be,” Herzman says. He ushers me into a size-
able room cordoned oll with glass doors. A quick
glance at the displays reveals thal many of the CDs
in lhis particular room are now devoted entirely (o
dance music. 'Our classical departent has shrunk-
en by at lcast one third in size.’ he says as we relurn
to the classical music departmenl. To my eye, the
selection is still impressive and neatly presented.

'Let's get this straight — Virgin is not cutting out
classical music. What you see here is a department
that is as big as its customer base will support. It's
difficult for classical music lovers to keep in mind
thal stores like Virgin are a business and nol a
library. We are nol a cultural or heritage organisa-
tiorn. Usually, 1 tell people thal our classical deparl-
ment is not broughl to you by a generous grant trom
the Chubb Foundation.'

In any music slore, the rock and pop albums can
be [ound easily enough i bins marked from A to Z.
But locating classical music is an endrely difterent
maller because the filing classifications, along with
the care gdiven Lo Lhe genre, often varies significantly
among major music retailers. Herzman knows this
all to well and has created a meticulous and well-
gardened order in both the Union Square and Times
Square stores.

Within the guitar music section, most of the gui-
lar CDs tend to be recilals,” he says. 'If the conipos-
er is well-known, such as Villa-Lobos who wrotc all
kinds of music beyond the guitar, then the CD is
filed under the composer. Not to be (oo picky here,
but the rule is: if there are only one or two com-
posers, well-known or not, it goes on a disk under
Lthe composers namme. There is the rare exception. 1
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do not niean (o insult Barrios, because only a guitar
player wonld know of his work, but his music will go
into the guilar section unless it is recorded by a clas-
sical performer who is a household name, like Yo-Yo
Ma. All of this is about placing music where the cus-
tomer is most likely to find il.'

When asked whal guitar performer draws the
most sales, Herzman says, 'It's a close draw between
John Williams and Andres Segovia.

The guitar occupies the same place in the world of
recordings as it does in the larger musical world.
Within classical music, the guitar is its own little
ghello with its own passionate dcvotees but is large-
ly ignored by (he general classical listencr. Its com-
pensating advantage is that because il is the ubiqui-
tous instrument of pop music it has an appeal to lis-
teniers who would not ordinarily be imterested in
classical music. The tfamiliar sound of the instru-
ment makes it more accessible.'

Paul lells me that the year belorc last, the slore
had a series of sales dubbed the Vital Title Serics,
i.e., Vilal Piano, Vital Opera. Vital Guitar. He had
personally made the selections and as it (urned out,
the Vilal Guitar series sold betler than any ol the
other categories. 'I'm sorry to say I don't remember
now whal the speecific picks were. It might interest
vou 10 know that picking the 24 titles was more dif-
ficull than I had anticipated, as so many of what I
consider to be the greatest guitar CDs in my own col-
lection--discs that T would have liked to have includ-
ed in the sale--are oul of print. For example, mostl of
Julian Bream's RCA recordings and virtually all of
Eduardo Fernandez's Decca discs. Even a large partl
of Segovia's calalogue is currently unavailable.'

When asked about current trends in guitar music,
Paul says that he sees a 'John Willianis trickle down
effect'- that whatever Williams reeords, everyone
trics to emulale. Case in point: Carlo Domceniconi's
Koyunbaba.' At least [our other recordings of this
piece have been madc by other performers. Attesting
to ithe popularity of Koyunbaba. Paul tells me (he
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time he had played a recording over the storc sound
system, guitar CD sales immedialely took off.

As far as whal music makes it onto the store
shelves, Paul says, 'l receive vast quantitics of CDs
all the lime. Just the other day, I received seven dif-
lerent CDs from guitarists I've never heard of and
they were all good and unfortunalely, T do notl have
room for them all. So when it comes (o making a
decision, Ilook at who has got buzz and who has got
an inleresting selection of pieces. I'd like lo make it
clear here that I do not get to lislen to every CD
belore making a decision. Sometinmes I do, but more
often than not, 1 am simply working from the infor-
mation provided by the label. Occasionally I'll dig a
little deeper on my own (o sec if the artist has a web
site with more info.'

We all know there is a big difference between clas-
sical and pop CD sales. Paul, who sees these sales
sheets cvery day, puts it in these terins: The pop
business is driven more by hit songs while the clas-
sical world is dependent on building a calalogne.

Top music sales generally earn more within the
few weeks of a relcase than a classical album will
during ils entire duration. For example, a new
Mariah Carey or Christina Aguilera release will sell
maybe 300,000 copies in the first week, which is cer-
tainly more than a classical disc will sell over its
entire shell life.'

Why is this? Paul does not hesitate to answer,
‘Why don't we sec classical music on Llelevision as
much anymore? For this to change, the culture has
to change. We need music education in the schools
and need to make il part of our entire sociely. 1
believe there is a portion ol the public that we're not
reaching. The concert-going public is not the same
as the record buying public.'

He tells me about how he has recently attendled a
guitar concert al Carnegie Hall, where CD)s were
offered for sale on the lobby. 'People seemed oblivi-
ous about paying £10, not thal I begrnidge any gni-
tarist who can get what they can for their music. Bul
if any of these people were regular music store cus-
tomers, they would know thal same label sells for
half that amount in the store.'

In terms of recording repertloire, Herzman believes
classical musicians have a tough choice to make.
'Either they record the same repertoire as other
named arlisis before them or else they wind up
going too far oul into the left field. It's difficult to find
that miiddle ground. For example, a violinist will
have to play the Brahins violin concerlo, a piece
which does not need 1o be recorded yet again...yet
he will not want to record the pieces composed by
the guy who teaches his theory class, either. A big
store like Virgin does consider releases from small
and indie labels though much paperwork involvecl. 1[
youre self-producing, it's tough unless you can
prove that your music is gelling major play with lots
of concerts and radio and reviews.'

He tells me each store has its specialiies, based on
local envirommenl. For example, the Boston Virgin
Megastore has an experlise in early music scene
because of the Boston Early Music Feslival.
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‘Similarly (he Union Sqguare store in New York tends
to do very well with modern composers - Reich,
Adams, Glass, and with the 'downtown' artists -

- Kronos Quartet, Bang on a Can, elc.’

What classical music labels will often do is atlempt
to freshen inventory by repackaging music. The lal-
est lrend is to package along lhe lines of yoga and
relaxation themes. Paul shows me several compila-
tions with iitles like Romanlic Guitar, Music for
Relaxation and Meditation, and Breathe with the
Guitar. 'Tt does a service to the music because it
entices someonc who is unfamiliar with the genre Lo
give il a listen and then they might become really
interested in purchasing a CD of a parlicular com-
poser.

'Once in a while,” he tells me, 'the labels will go a
little bit too far.’

Two ycars ago, RCA issued a serics of three CDs
with the titles, Making Oul to Mozart, Bedroom Bliss
with Beethoven, and Shacking Up with Chopin. The
music was repackaged Andrew Previn, among otlh-
ers, and some of the Chopin was repackaged
Vladimir Horowitz.

"'When | saw this listed in the catalogue, 1'd thought
I was wilnessing the classical equivalent of Mel
Brooks' 'Springtime for Hitler,’ Paul says. "These
releases received an intensely adverse reaction. The
original 3-CD series is still available but no others
have been added, as originally intended.

On crossover music and its atternpt to bridge clas-
sical music with popularity and appeal, Herzman
says. 1 define good crossover music as a classical
arlisl who is trying new and different music and is
attempting to do their best to make really good
music. Bad crossover music always smells of a
crass allempt to make money or else a record exec-
utive's [antasy of what sells. I respect anything done
[or a musical reason.

‘A long time ago, places like Tower and Virgin did
make it their goal to carry every classical disc on the
market o appeal to the most discerning purist. But
it's no longer economically feasible. Our goal now is
Lo earry recordings that are both the most imporiant
and interesting, Again the difficulty comes in finding
repertoire that is interesling, fresh and musical.'

I ask Paul what the store is doing to competc with
popular online vendors like amazon.com, CDBaby
and iPod downloads, while making a small confes-
sion that al times, when 1've become frustrated with
the selection or inability to [ind a CD. my one con-
solation has been thal I can always order a disc
online.

'As far as what we're doing lo compete - Lthe answer
is, not enough,' Heraman says. 'The online busi-
nesses do have thc advantage over us in depth of
catalogue but obviously. what a storc offers is the
inslant gratificalion of getting your disc immediately
and the opportunity Lo talk to a hopcfully knowl-
edgeable stafl’

Herzman still gels up at Sam every worning to
practise and his favourite guitar niusic happens (o
be J.S. Bach. 'Of course, U'd like il if I played better,'
he says, with a modest sniile,
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