
 

offitkurman.com

Estate Planning for Musicians 
and Protecting Your Legacy 
Off the Stage
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For musicians, estate planning is not just about deciding who inherits guitar collections or song royalties. It is about protecting 
your artistic legacy, ensuring your intellectual property is handled according to your wishes, and providing clarity for loved ones 
who may be unfamiliar with the nuances of the music industry.

Unlike a typical estate plan, musicians face unique considerations, especially when it comes to rights management, royalties, 
and long-term protection of their creative works. Whether you are a seasoned performer or an up-and-coming artist, here are 
essential estate planning steps every musician should take.

Catalog and Protect Your Intellectual Property

Your songs, recordings, compositions, and even unreleased material are valuable assets. The first step is creating a 
comprehensive inventory of your published works, unreleased recordings or demos, copyright registrations, licensing 
agreements, and publishing contracts.

Ensure these assets are clearly documented in your estate plan, which means if you have a revocable trust in place, these 
assets must be “assigned” to that trust to avoid probate. You should also provide instructions to your trustee or executor on 
how these assets should be managed, distributed, and monetized after your death.

Establish Ownership Structures for Royalties 

Royalties can continue to generate income long after a musician’s passing. To ensure proper management, it is most efficient 
to set up a trust to collect and distribute these royalties to your beneficiaries. 

 A trust can provide the mechanism to provide ongoing support to your loved ones to ensure they receive the funds in a way 
that makes sense, particularly if your beneficiaries are minors. Having a trust in place can also make it easier to manage the 
various income streams to ensure they flow centrally during your life in the way that you intend. Certain trusts can even 
provide creditor protection, protection from estate disputes, and mismanagement if you become incapacitated.

When a trust is created, it is important to think about who will serve as your trustee if you can no longer act, or upon your 
death. The trustee chosen by you should have familiarity with your intellectual property, royalties, licensing, and the value of 
your catalogue.

Assign Control Over Your Artistic Legacy

Do you want your unreleased recordings shared with the world? Should certain songs be licensed for commercials or films? It 
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is essential that you appoint the right person with this level of discretion to answer these questions because they can 
determine how your music is used after your death. It is, therefore, vital to ensure that the person you assign the control has 
an understanding of your legacy. This person is often referred to as a “creative executor” or a “creative trustee” who 
understands your artistic vision and can carry out your wishes regarding issues like posthumous releases, licensing decisions, 
and the preservation of your work.

Digital Assets and Social Media

A musician’s online presence can be as valuable as their physical recordings. A properly drafted estate plan will include 
instructions regarding your social media profiles, your official website, your digital music platforms (Spotify, Apple Music, 
YouTube channels), and access to each of those platforms.

You may direct whether these platforms should remain active as they were during your life, or if you would prefer that they 
remain active as a memorial or taken down altogether.

Business Succession Planning for Bands or Labels

If you own a record label, music publishing company, or are part of a band with business agreements, succession planning is 
critical. Ensure that your partnership agreements address what happens in the event of your death or incapacity and how 
ownership interests will be transferred or managed.

Your operating agreements and shareholder agreements should be reflective of your wishes and must address your particular 
circumstance; failure to do so allows your state to determine how those interests can be transferred or managed.

Plan for Personal Assets and Family Needs

Beyond your musical career, you must ensure that you have a traditional estate plan in place that also addresses bequests to 
your family members and friends, guardianship of your children, and designations of health agents and powers of attorney.

If your musical career is successful, you should consider the issue of estate tax and consult with an insurance professional for 
life insurance policies that could provide economic support for your family or liquidity to pay estate tax.

If your music catalog has significant value, proactive estate tax planning is essential. Strategies might include gifting portions 
of your catalog during your lifetime, setting up irrevocable trusts to shield assets, and working with a valuation expert to 
determine accurate appraisals for estate tax purposes.

Musicians, like most artists, often experience fluctuating incomes, so proper planning is crucial for providing long-term security 
to loved ones.

Final Thoughts

Proper planning is the ultimate backstage pass to your legacy. It empowers musicians to control not just the financial aspects 
of their legacy, but also the integrity and future of their creative works. Without a solid plan, disputes over rights, royalties, and 
artistic decisions can tarnish the legacy you have worked so hard to build.
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