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Listen to Blue Marble's music and learn, too

By R. Michelle Breyer
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Tuesday, February 26, 2002

Becoming a music aficionado can be a consuming endeavor. People sometimes buy hundreds of albums, listen to thousands of songs and spend a lot of time and money. 

At least that was the experience of entrepreneur Steve Stone, whose quest to build a better music collection evolved into Blue Marble Music. The 3-year-old Austin company is developing volumes that educate the mind as well as expose the ears to a variety of music. 

"People want somebody to go do the research for them and to put it in a cool package," Stone said. 

Blue Marble released its first three volumes -- compact discs with companion books -- in October and six more are in development. Blue Marble hopes to have more than 80 volumes, with new releases coming out every six weeks. 

Blue Marble isn't the first to sell books or music meant to educate people about different types of music. But Stone believes Blue Marble's strategy is unusual because of its format and its emphasis on a wide range of musical genres. 

"The main thing is that it's a nice combination of book and CD," said Aaron Nielson, manager of Borders Books & Music in South Austin, which began selling all three volumes last fall in both its book and music departments. "The customers like that interaction." 

Each volume, which sells for $23.95, has CDs housed in an informational book. "Deep Sleep 101" provides a tutorial on sleep and tips on relaxing from a Harvard University sleep expert. Songs on the CD, which range from "Lullaby" by Pink Martini to "Ave Verum Corpus," a Mozart piece sung by the Choir of King's College, were selected to help listeners relax. 

"Legends of New Orleans" serves as a guidebook, and the CD includes New Orleans music from "Blue Monday" by Fats Domino to "On a Night Like This" by Buckwheat Zydeco. 

To put together "Classical Explorer," Stone immersed himself in classical music, taking classes at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston and the Juilliard School in New York and listening to hundreds of compositions, from Gregorian chants to Aaron Copland ballet scores. 

"This was not a fast, quick production process," said John Heiss, a teacher, conductor and composer at the New England Conservatory. "He had to do a lot of listening and reading. And he was willing to take that time." 

Initially, the volumes were available only on a Web site, bluemarble.com, and in a handful of Austin retail outlets. But Blue Marble's customers now include book and music stores, hotels and boutiques. 

Amazon.com has reordered 10 times in the past two months. The Windsor Court hotel in New Orleans bought 1,500 copies of the "Legends of New Orleans" to put in its rooms. Land Rover Austin purchased copies of all three volumes to use as gifts for customers. 

In mid-January, the 290-room Four Seasons Hotel in Austin purchased hundreds of copies of "Deep Sleep 101" as a part of its evening turndown service for guests. General Manager Paul Cherett said he was searching for a book of poetry to soothe his guests' post-Sept. 11 travel jitters. 

"Then I got a note from Steve Stone about 'Deep Sleep 101,' " Cherett said. "I said, 'This is even better. It's both educational and pleasurable.' " 

For Stone, the positive feedback is further validation that his grass-roots idea was a good one. 

Inspiration for Blue Marble came to Stone while he was a principal with the PWS Group in Austin, a consulting firm that helps companies restructure and return to profitability. He became interested in increasing his musical knowledge but found few avenues. He thought there must many others like him. 

"I knew I had an extremely profitable business model, and I had a gut instinct that there was strong demand for the product," said 37-year-old Stone, who earned his undergraduate degree in accounting from Oklahoma State University and a graduate degree in fine arts from the California Institute of the Arts. 

Stone's belief in Blue Marble prompted him to leave PWS in March 1998 to work full time on his business. After raising about $500,000 from private investors, he spent the first few years on research and development. 

In early 2000, he presented his idea to Mark McGarrah and Bryan Jessee of McGarrah/Jessee, an Austin consumer branding agency. McGarrah/Jessee found, through nationwide group interviews, that demand did exist. 

"The beauty of this is, it's a consumer-built company," said McGarrrah, who has helped Blue Marble develop its product and marketing approach. "We went into this with no predispositions. We've created everything from the ground up around customer feedback." 

Originally Stone wanted to focus on new and upcoming artists. But market research indicated that people really wanted to discover music of different genres, regions and cultures -- whether classical or South American. 

"We found that if we could gather music on a subject, and find the expert on the history and development of that music, people would buy it," McGarrah said. 

Initially, Stone expected the company to generate $100 million in annual sales by the second year. 

But now Stone believes the company will bring in that much this year. He expects the company to be profitable by year's end. 

Blue Marble has three employees and a growing following of customers. 

"As I've gotten older and more stressed out, I've had difficulty sleeping," said Tom Copeland, director of the Texas Film Commission, who bought several sets of the three volumes for himself and friends. "I gave (Sleep 101) a shot. I'm at a point now where I listen to it every night. It is the most relaxing thing I've ever tried."
