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Frank
Barsalona

By D ave M arsh and Jon Landau

W
hen Frank B arsalona began 

his career as an agent (he’d 

had a b rief career as ayodeler 

as a teen), rock 6? roll w as, to  

u se  h is e xp ressio n , “lo w e r  

th an  th e  ro d e o ,” th e  abso-J 

lute bottom  rung o f  show biz. Because o f  the 

contem pt in w h ich  rock  and R&PB w ere  

held, you n g artists w e re  h o od w in ked  

w ith  prom ises o f  big-time m ovie, tele

vision, or nightclub careers, w ean ed  

from  th e m usic th at had made them  

famous, and then discarded.

Frank, w h o  represented the Beatles 

am ong oth ers at th e  old  G A C  agency, 

began Prem ier Talent w ith  a small group o f  

artists -  M itc h  Ryder, the W h o , and Herman’s 

H erm its -  and a simple premise: H e respected the 

music and the artists w h o  made it. H e w ould n ’t  try  

to  create perform ers suitable for show biz. (Premier 

Talent n ot on ly  never represented its artists for film 

w ork; it never opened a H o llyw oo d  office.) Instead, 

Frank w as determ ined to create a versio n  o f  sh ow  

business suitable fo r such perform ers.

H e first labored to  stabilize the fly-by-night concert- 

promoting business itself, identifying the venues and 

agents w h ere the transformation o f  rock from enter

tainm ent underbelly to  an unparalleled w o rld  o f  its 

ow n  could take place. T h e result became a truly pro

fessional environm ent in w h ich  the music prospered 

b oth  financially and creatively.
Frank’s vision became real for several reasons. T he 

most important w as that rock music w as coming into 

its ow n. Am ong Frank’s early clients w ere bands like

the W h o  and the Yardbirds, w h o played major roles in 

redefining the music. For bands like these, a fifteen- 

minute spot in a package show  w asn’t  enough. A t  the 

same time, the rock-ballroom circuit w as developing, 

and w ith  it a new  breed o f  promoter closely associated 

w ith  Premier, such as Bill Graham in San Francisco, 

D on  L aw  in Boston, Larry M agid in Philadel

phia, A aron  Russo in Chicago, Barry Fey in 

D en ver, A le x  C o o le y  in  A tla n ta , and 

S teve  W o lf  and Jim R is m iller in  Los 

Angeles, to  name a few. W ith  Frank’s 

endless support and encouragem ent, 

these and other excellen t prom oters 

created n ew  environments, venues, and 

w o r k in g  c o n d itio n s  fo r  ro c k  a rtis ts , 

w h ich  allowed them to play at their best and 

be treated w ith  the respect th ey deserved.

Frank Barsalona uniquely understood h o w  to bring 

together these performers and promoters, as w ell as 

key figures from the record companies, and knit them 

into a community. T here w as nothing Frank enjoyed 

more than sitting after a sh ow  at the old Boston Tea 

Party or the Fillmore East w ith  the artist, manager, 

promoter, record-com pany folks, and assorted others, 

talking about the future. Through it all, he pioneered 

even more beneficial arrangements for the artists he 

rep resen ted  and brou gh t his sense o f  fairness and 

ethics to  a w o rld  that needed them.
T h o se  w h o  d rew  closer to  Prem ier ben efited  in 

other w ays. It w as a remarkably nurturing environ

ment, p artly  because Frank him self played such an 

a v u n c u la r  m e n to rin g  ro le  w it h  a rtis ts  lik e  P ete  

Tow nshend o f  the W h o  and Peter W o lf  o f  the J. Geils 

Band, as w ell as countless managers, record execs,

►  The founder of Premier Talent, Staten Island native Frank Barsalona, taking a break from his very busy schedule, June 1978
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and even a few  fortunate journalists.

It is typical o f  Frank that several key figures at Premier were 
wom en, even at a time w hen female music executives w ere 

rarer than they are now. M ost notably, there has always been 
the groundbreaking Barbara Skydel, executive vice president 

and Frank’s partner at Premier, an especially adept agent and

Frank uniquely understood 
how to bring together 

performers and promoters

talent finder w ho was as ever-practical as Frank often was not; 
Jane Geraghty, long one o f  Premier’s best agents; and Frank’s 

wife, June Barsalona (who, as June Harris, had herself been an 

important figure in Beatles-era rock journalism).
In the end, Premier’s musical w orld  w as best defined b y  the 

extraordinary group o f  artists that it w orked w ith  at one time 

or another, often for the length o f  their careers: the W h o ; Jeff 
Beck; Ten Years After; Humble Pie; Jethro Tull; Joe Cocker; 

Led Zeppelin; the Eagles; Earth, W in d  fe? Fire; Journey; the 

C lash; M C 5 ; the Stooges; the Ram ones; Talking H eads; 
Eurythmics; Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band; the 

Pretenders; U2; Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers; and Bon 

Jovi, to name just a few.
Frank is a very private person who has never accepted many 

awards or had his story told very often. The accomplishments 

he made w ith  Premier are easy to take for granted- in fact, Frank 

probably takes them for granted -  unless you  happened to 
watch them happen. In retrospect, that one person played a key 

role in developing so many aspects o f die live-rock business is 

even more amazing because his name is unknown outside the 

concert industry. Maybe that’s another reason it worked out so 

well: Frank always knew where the spotlight belonged. •

▼  Barsalona (third from right) surrounded by some of h is earliest clients, Peter Noone (in striped pants) and Herman’s Hermits, and joined by a

▼  Barsalona with Jethro Tull’s lan Anderson (center) and Terry Ellis, 1977

▼  Barsalona having a chat with the Who’s drummer, Keith Moon
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