
 

 
Bitter Jester® Music Festival 

2018 HANDBOOK / FAQ 
 
 
 

The following Handbook and FAQ list can be considered your “Bitter Jester Music Festival Bible” and 
should be shared with all of your fellow band mates as well as each of your parents. 
 

GLOSSARY OF TERMS: 
 

BJFA    = Bitter Jester Foundation for the Arts, NFP: the producers of this Festival. 

BJMF   = Bitter Jeter Music Festival: a summer concert series / competition. 

CHP     = The City of Highland Park, IL: the main sponsor of these summer concerts/competition. 

PC        = Preliminary Concert(s): the preliminary rounds held in June. 

GFC     = Grand Finale Concert: the Semi-Final Competition & Final Competition, both held on 07/04. 

WCB    = Wild Card Band: a Semi-Finalist Band that didn’t win their PC but competes in the GFC. 

NP        =  Navy Pier: 50-acre playground of activities and shops that hosts BJMF “Best Of” Concerts. 

Band    =  For the purposes of this FAQ, the term “Band” also refers to Solo Artists. 
 

 

ELIGIBILITY 
 

The only eligibility criterion is that at least half the band must be under the age of twenty-one (21). More 
specific info is below under the “Who Is Eligible To Apply” question. 
 
HOW BANDS WIN 
 

If a band wins its PC, it will advance to the Semi-Finals at the GFC on July 4. 
 

If a band does NOT win its PC they are not necessarily out of the running. BJFA selects WCBs that 
advance to the GFC along with the four PC winners. Just because you don’t win your PC does not 
necessarily mean you won’t be playing on the 4th of July! 
 

We strongly encourage you to introduce yourselves to the other bands. Everyone is in the same boat. Help 
each other out; see if other bands needs a hand with anything; ask for help if you need it yourself; support 
one another even on nights when you’re not playing – this includes supporting one another on social 
media!  Over the past decade, we’ve seen lasting musical connections and friendships (and even new 
bands!) that form as a result of this competition.  It’s a really unique experience but it’s up to you to make 
the most of it. 
 

Plus, the Judges tend to look quite favorably on bands that “play well” off stage. Come to the other PCs! 
Cheer for the other bands! Remember: Wild Cards are chosen, in large part, based on attitude and 
sportsmanship as well as musical ability. 

 

WHAT IS THE BITTER JESTER FOUNDATION FOR THE ARTS? 
 

BJFA is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit Public Charity established to produce live music and theatrical 
productions of new and classic works as well as other forms of literary/performing/media, and audio/visual 
arts as well as other forms of entertainment. It works to strengthen the arts and support emerging artists and 
encourages persons to enter the arts by providing scholarships and grants to fine and applied arts students. 
BJFA also promotes the benefits of the arts to the general public. 
 

WHAT IS THE BITTER JESTER MUSIC FESTIVAL? 
 

The BJMF is a well-established, professional, and highly respected summer-long music festival.  It is geared 
toward showcasing (and rewarding) the best, young, independent bands from across Chicagoland, Northern 
Indiana, Southern Wisconsin, and Southern Michigan.  This Event fosters an atmosphere of supportive 
competition.  It’s competitive, not combative.  Not all applicants are accepted to participate. 
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WHAT MAKES THIS “PROFESSIONAL?” 

 

Most ‘battles of the bands’ for musicians aged 12-20 are hosted by either high schools or park districts.  
While a number of them do a good job, most don’t last more than a few years and many take place in less-
than-ideal settings for bands, utilizing sub-standard equipment and no Audio Techs.  In our experience, many 
battles don’t promote themselves well, lack a proper crew and organizational structure, don’t have industry 
judges, and don’t award much in the way of prizes.  Some battles even require participating bands to sell 
tickets, a practice that we do not condone. 
 

The BJMF has been produced every year since 2006 and is professional on every level.  From our 
relationships with sponsors like Navy Pier, Ravinia Festival, the City of Highland Park, and the Marriott 
Hotels to our incredible prize packages and educational components, you will have an experience unlike any 
other.  Additionally, you will be given access to and guidance from our Emmy-winning Producers and hosts 
and will work with top-quality Audio Engineers all summer long. 
 

WHY DOES BJFA PRODUCE A MUSIC FESTIVAL? 
 

Nicolas DeGrazia, BJFA’s Artistic Director and the Founder/Producer of its MUSIC FEST is a former 
musician (trombone & piano). Nic is a six-time Emmy® award-winning director and producer who met his 
business partner on the first day of Marching Band Camp their freshman at Highland Park High School. Nic 
played in numerous wind ensembles, orchestras, and jazz/pep/marching bands throughout high school and 
college and was 1st trombone for three years in the University of Miami’s “Band of the Hour.” 
 

As an organization, BJFA strives to foster a collaborative and engaging artistic world.  Its main mission is to 
entertain audiences of all kinds while promoting and producing great art of its own. An annual MUSIC FEST 
is an awesome way to showcase up-and-coming musical talent.  BJFA is also able to bring young musicians 
on various radio and TV programs for a chance to play live while also promoting the good work that it does! 
 

The BJMF is an Event that fills a vacuum.  Most teenagers who are “in band” at their high schools are not the 
same group of musicians who are “in bands” outside of school.  Nic believes that this latter group of very 
talented musicians is largely underserved and often ignored completely.  Enter the BJMF. 

 

WHERE DO THE CONCERTS TAKE PLACE? 
 

PCs: Port Clinton Square, 600 Central Ave, Highland Park, IL 60035. 
 

GFC: Wolters Field, 1080 Park Ave. West, Highland Park, IL 60035. 
 

NP:  Miller Lite Beer Garden at Navy Pier, 600 E Grand Ave, Chicago, IL 60611. 
 

WHAT IS THIS NAVY PIER THING ALL ABOUT? 
 

Since 2015, BJFA has partnered with NP to produce multiple “Best of the Bitter Jester Music Festival” 
showcase concerts.  We are excited to say that this is one of the grand prizes offered to Semi-Finalists!  While 
BJFA cannot guarantee that every Semi-Finalist band will be able to perform at NP, in the past, most have.  If 
scheduling conflicts arise, other competition bands that did not make it to the Grand Finale on July 4 will be 
asked to participate at NP.  Bands perform for the public at the Miller Lite Beer Garden on the pier. 
 

“We’re excited to welcome these talented young people, the best of the best Bitter 
Jester Music Festival winners, to entertain families who love live music in our 
Miller Lite Beer Garden.  Throughout our 100 year history, Navy Pier has helped 
launch the careers of many talented musicians. We hope these bands can use this 
opportunity to further their own dreams.” 

 

Jennifer Kramer, Director of Special Events for Navy Pier. 
 

HOW BIG ARE THE CROWDS AT THESE CONCERTS? 
 

All of the Concerts are weather-dependent as they are all held outdoors.  When bands market themselves well 
and promote the concerts to their families and fans, we have seen crowds of 300-500 at Port Clinton Square 
for the PCs.  On the 4th of July, there will be several thousand people out on the field as the concert goes on.  
At the NP “Best Of” concerts, a rotating audience of tourists, Chicago residents, and fans of the bands will 
always be in attendance. 

 

https://navypier.com/beer-garden/
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WHO IS ELIGIBLE TO APPLY? 
 

We welcome and encourage applications from any and all bands (from duos to huge bands) playing any and 
all styles of music!  The only eligibility criterion is that at least half the members of each submitting band 
must be under the age of twenty-one (21).  Solo Artists are also welcome to apply (we have had many over 
the years!) but should understand that they are at a slight disadvantage.  We do sometimes select Solo 
Artists as featured performers at the GFB (and they usually get awesome time slots) and we have taken 
many Solo Artists on live radio shows along with bands. 
 

I’M IN MORE THAN ONE BAND – MAY I APPLY WITH ALL OF THEM? 
 

Absolutely.  You can apply with as many bands as you would like but separate applications and registration 
fees are required for each entry. 
 

I’M NOT IN A BAND BUT I PLAY MUSIC – CAN I COMPETE, TOO? 
 

Absolutely – see “Who Is Eligible To Apply” above.  You may also apply as a Band and a Solo Performer – 
See “I’m In More Than One Band – May I Apply With All Of Them” above. 
 

I HAVE FRIENDS IN ANOTHER BAND – DO I HAVE TO COMPETE AGAINST THEM? 
 

You might.  However, we do give entering bands an opportunity to make special scheduling requests in their 
applications so that situations like this can be avoided.  While we cannot guarantee that such requests will be 
honored, we try our best to accommodate. 

 

OUR BAND IS FROM FAR AWAY / OUT OF STATE, SHOULD WE APPLY? 
 

Unequivocally, YES!  Not only is this one of the biggest professional independent competitions for young 
performers, it’s also the fastest growing.  The experience alone is worth your time and energy.  We have 
hosted over 100 musicians on live radio and television and the concerts are well attended.  Additionally, the 
prize package is quite substantial (in 2016 it was over $32,000 in combined cash and prizes)! We also have a 
fantastic partnership with the Courtyard by Marriott.  They offer a great room rate to select out-of-town 
bands.  This means that you won’t need to drive back late after any of your concerts.  Instead, with a parent 
joining you, your band can enjoy a great night’s sleep in town and drive back refreshed, in the morning.  
Please contact us for more details! 
 

HOW MANY BANDS COMPETE EACH YEAR? 
 

Up to twenty-four (24) bands will compete in downtown Highland Park each summer.  Eight (8) of them will 
advance to the Semi-Finals on July 4 with only two (2) making it to the Final Concert.  A Grand Champion 
and a Runner-Up shall be crowned each year as well as an Honorable Mention (3rd Place) Band. 

 

DO ALL BANDS THAT APPLY MAKE GET TO PLAY? 
 

No.  Due to a limited number of performance slots and in an effort to maintain a high level of performance 
quality, not every band that applies gets selected. 
 

IF WE AREN’T ACCEPTED CAN WE APPLY AGAIN NEXT YEAR? 
 

Absolutely – and you should!  If you are active and keep playing you’ll have a better chance next year. 
 

IF WE LOSE CAN WE COMPETE AGAIN NEXT YEAR? 
 

All bands are welcome to reapply.  We have had numerous bands lose their PCs in years one or two and make 
it to the Semi-Finals in subsequent years. 
 

IF WE WIN CAN WE COMPETE AGAIN NEXT YEAR? 
 

Yes you may!  While this does make it harder for new bands to win, we have had several Grand Champions 
lose their titles to brand new bands!  Just because you won doesn’t necessarily mean you will again. 
 

IS THERE AN APPLICATION FEE? 
 

Yes.  There is a non-refundable application fee of $40 if postmarked by the early deadline and $50 if 
postmarked by the late deadline.  Solo Artists pay $30 and $40, respectively.  Please see the application 
paperwork for details. 

http://www.marriott.com/hotels/travel/chihp-courtyard-chicago-highland-park-northbrook/
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WHY IS THERE AN APPLICATION FEE? 
 

The application fee covers a portion of the administrative costs associated with processing, handling, and 
reviewing all applications to ensure that each band submission is given fair and equal attention. 
 

HOW ARE BANDS SELECTED TO COMPETE? 
 

First, each band submits a thorough application.  This includes background/contact info, a stage chart, a 
description of the band’s musical styles and competition intentions, two (2) music samples, a hi-res (300 dpi 
or higher) group photo, and other important information along with an application fee.  Ineligible entrants are 
informed/given a chance to correct any issues that might disqualify them. 
 

BJFA’s producers then review the eligible entrants and make selections based primarily on musical skill 
and ability.  A band’s ability and willingness to market not only themselves but the MUSIC FEST as a whole 
is also very strongly taken into account.  Secondary considerations may include musical variety/band member 
composition, location, communication skills, evidence of an active social media presence, etc. 
 

DO I NEED TO INCLUDE MUSIC SAMPLES IN MY APPLICATION? 
 

Yes.  Every band must submit at least two (2) audio recordings representative of their style and abilities.  
These do NOT need to be professionally recorded (a low-res video would be fine, but is not preferred). 
 

WHY DO I NEED TO SUBMIT A PHOTO WITH MY APPLICATION? 
 

In order for BJFA to promote your band to the press and online, a hi-res (300 dpi or higher) group photo must 
be included with your application.  This can be emailed to Music@BitterJester.com or a physical photo can 
be snail-mailed along with your paperwork.  While this does not need to be a professionally produced image, 
the more clear and creative your photo is, the more likely it will be used in promotions. 
 

HOW MANY COMPETITION CONCERTS ARE THERE? 
 

There are five (5) competition concerts every summer with bands competing in, at most, two of them (1 PC + 
the GFC). Navy Pier in Chicago is a partner of this Event and offers all Semi-Finalists (i.e. winning bands and 
WCBs) an opportunity to play at one of two all-day showcase concerts at NP downtown.  In other words, if 
you win your PC or get selected as a WCB … you’re going to play a concert at Navy Pier! 
 

The preliminary rounds consist of four (4) PCs.  These take place on every Friday night in June, rain or shine.  
In a year when there are five (5) June Fridays, the PCs will be on the last four Fridays.  The GFC on July 4 is 
the fifth and final competition and is comprised of two separate Events: the Semi-Finals and the Final 
Competition.  Judges score all Semi Finalist Bands in the first portion of the evening, narrowing them down 
from eight (8) to two (2) Finalist Bands.  This concludes the Semi-Finals.  The Finals then take place 
immediately with the Finalist Bands each playing one (1) single song not from their main set.  The audience 
determines the Grand Champions by means of cheers and applause (Judges do not participate in the Finals). 
 

WHAT TIME DO THE CONCERTS BEGIN? 
 

PC:  All PCs begin at 7:00 pm and conclude by ~11:00 pm. 
 

GFC: The GFC begins at 4:00 pm; Fireworks begin immediately after the concert and last ~30 min. 
 

GFC: The “Best Of” concerts typically begin at 1:00 pm and last until 8:00 pm – this is not set in stone. 
 

WHAT TIME DOES MY BAND NEED TO ARRIVE? 
 

PC: You are expected to arrive no later than 6:00 pm to load-in & set-up.  An “All-Band Meeting” 
will take place at 6:15 pm – PLEASE MAKE SURE THAT ALL BAND MEMBERS ARE 
READY FOR THIS.  Playing order will be announced at the All-Band Meeting. 

 

GFC:  If you advance to the GFC, you are expected on the field on July 4 at 9:45 am.  Sound checks 
will take place between 12:00 and 3:00 pm.  If you cannot arrive at 9:45 am, let us know ASAP. 

 

mailto:Music@BitterJester.com
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NP:  Details will be sent in an email prior to the NP Events.  In the past, these “Best Of” concerts have 

taken place between 1:00 pm and 8:00 pm with staggered arrivals beginning at noon – one hour 
before your band is scheduled to start playing. 

 

WHAT DO WE NEED TO BRING? 
 

Bands only need to bring their instruments (including drum kit*) and whatever backline they require (amps, 
etc).  If you have any special requests or requirements, please address them in the appropriate section of your 
Application.  Per your signed Agreement, CHP & BJFA will provide Audio Engineers, Emcees, electricity, 
and lighting for all Concerts.  Mics, stands, cables, speakers, and a professional crew will also be provided.  A 
Front of House Manager and a Stage Audio Technician will be on site for the PCs and a larger crew will be 
on site for the GFC.  You are encouraged to collaborate with other bands if you need last-minute items. 
 

WHO DO WE TALK TO ONCE WE ARRIVE? 
 

PC: Please look for the Audio Engineers to ask where to stage your gear and instruments.  Once 
you’ve unloaded, be prepared to meet with your concert Emcee (typically Nicolas DeGrazia) to 
share info about you and your band so that you can be introduced and promoted properly.  Don’t 
be afraid to ask questions or for help! 

 

GFC: Please check in with the Assistant Production Managers as soon as you arrive and ask where to 
stage your gear and instruments and where to park.  Once you’ve unloaded, be prepared to meet 
for one hour with BJMF Producer (Nicolas DeGrazia) and Production Manager (Daniel Drake) 
to go over all the events of the day.  After sound checks, you will need to share info about you 
and your band with one of the concert Emcees so that you can be introduced and promoted 
properly.  Don’t be afraid to ask questions or for help! 

 

NP:  Please check in with the Production Manager on-site (an email will identify this person). 
 

WHERE DO WE UNLOAD OUR GEAR AND SET UP? 
 

PC:  The best place to unload gear is on Second St, immediately west of Walker Bros Pancake House.  
DO NOT BLOCK THE EMERGENCY ACCESS WAY BEHIND WALKER BROS!  You 
can also unload on Central Ave, north of Port Clinton Square.  Once you arrive, please talk to 
our Audio Engineers from Mass Audio about where to stage your gear.  The performance space 
(not a stage) will be set up to accommodate two (2) bands at a time for all PCs.  “Band One” and 
“Band Two” will set up simultaneously.  Then, while “Band Two” plays, “Band One” will break 
down as “Band Three” sets up, etc. 

 

GFC: An email with more details will be sent to all Semi-Finalists at the end of June/in early July. 
 

NP:  An email with more details will be sent to all participants prior to the NP Events. 
 

WHERE DO WE PARK?  DOES PARKING COST MONEY? 
 

PC:  In addition to street parking, there is ample FREE PARKING in the Port Clinton Parking Garage 
located directly beneath Port Clinton Square!  Access is on the south side of the square, off 
Laurel Ave.  Please check street signs for restrictions/limitations. 

 

GFC: Event parking info for will be sent to all Semi-Finalists at the end of June/in early July.  Parking 
will be FREE to all bands and guests. 

 
NP: These “Best Of” concerts will have parking fees associated with them for audience members. 

BJFA tries to provide at least two (2) free parking passes for bands performing at NP. 
 

HOW LONG DOES MY BAND GET TO PLAY? 
 

PC:  Be prepared to play a twenty to twenty-five (20-25) minute set for your PC. 
 

GFC: Bands must play a tight twenty (20) minute set on July 4.  Judges will mark you down if you 
miss this target in either direction.  A BJFA Production Manager will assist you with this. 

 

http://www.massaudioinc.com
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NP: Bands play a longer set at NP.  The exact time will be determined at a later date but, in the past, 

sets have ranged from forty to ninety (40-90) minutes. A BJFA Production Manager will assist 
you with this. 

 

HOW MANY BANDS DO WE COMPETE AGAINST? 
 

PC:  Up to six (6) bands will compete against each other at each of the four PC’s. 
 

GFC: Up to eight (8) bands will compete against one another on July 4. 
 

NP:  “Best Of” concerts at NP are not competitions – they are purely showcase Events. 
 

WHAT IS THIS “WILD CARD” THING ALL ABOUT, ANYWAY? 
 

Every year, lots of fantastic bands compete but do not win their PCs.  As a result, BJFA always selects several 
WCBs to advance to the GFC.  The WCBs are all considered equal competitors and will be eligible to win all 
prizes and titles.  The WCB announcements will be made on the Sunday after the last PC.  If you don’t win 
your PC, don’t be discouraged: several WCB’s have gone on to be crowned Grand Champion! 
 

HOW ARE “WILD CARD” BANDS CHOSEN? 
 

WCBs are chosen at the sole discretion of BJFA producers and staff and not by the Judges.  Selections 
are made based on a combination of things including audience appeal, attitude, sportsmanship, Judges’ 
scores/recommendations, proven marketing ability and online engagement, and patent-pending, good ol’ 
fashioned American magic.  Multiple WCBs may be selected from a single PC.  Similarly, a PC may 
result in a winner and no WCB being chosen. 

 

WHAT HAPPENS IF IT RAINS? 
 

PC: Short of a tornado, all PCs will take place RAIN OR SHINE.  If the weather is cold or rainy, 
fewer people will come to hear you play… but the Judges will still be there.  If it rains, we 
simply push under the raised second floor on the south side of the plaza.  BRING EARPLUGS!  
If we push under the second floor, IT WILL BE EXTREMEMLY LOUD! 

 

GFC: Please think positive thoughts about having AWESOME WEATHER on July 4! J  That said, if 
it looks like rain, the CHP and BJFA will make a determination and a suitable into backup 
location will be announced for the concert. 

 

NP: Please think positive thoughts about having AWESOME WEATHER at NP as well!! J J That 
said, if it looks like rain, the NP “Best Of” concerts, will, unfortunately, be cancelled. 

 

HOW ARE BANDS SCORED? 
 

All bands are judged based on the following criteria: 1) Overall Sound/Set List (incl. transitions and care 
put into song selection/running order); 2) Rhythmic Precision/Tempo/Groove (incl. how tight musicians 
play together and communicate); 3) Musicianship & Solos; 4) Vocals & Lyrics (note: instrumental-only 
groups are not penalized - Judges have a system for evenly scoring instrumental bands against bands 
with vocals); 5) Originality & Creativity; 6) Stage Presence/Audience Appeal (incl. showmanship, 
appearance, and attitude) – 100 points total (1 - 4 = 15 points ea; 5 & 6 = 20 points ea). 
 

Pro Tip: All things being equal, Judges generally place more weight on original music and/or lyrics 
than they do on cover songs (though a mix of both is never discouraged). Bands performing only covers 
should focus on interpretation of the music, sound quality, audience appeal, and overall musicianship 
and musical skill. In other words: showcase your talent and the content becomes less important. 
All Judges are appointed at the sole discretion of BJFA and all decisions of all Judges are final. 
Competitors are encouraged to speak with Judges/Festival Staff and get their feedback and critiques 
after the competition has concluded. 
 

MY BAND DOESN’T HAVE ANY VOCALS – HOW IS MY SCORE CALCULATED? 
 

If your band is instrumental only and does not have lyrics or vocals, don’t worry!  Averaging your scores in 
the first three categories will generate your “Vocals & Lyrics” score.  This is the most fair and equitable way 
we have discovered to evenly pit instrumental bands against bands with vocals/lyrics. 
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WHAT HAPPENS IF WE WIN OUR PC? 
 

The winning band of each PC will be announced after all bands that night have played and after the Judges 
have tallied their scores.  If you win your PC, you will automatically advance to the Semi-Finals held at the 
GFC on July 4 at Wolters Field in Highland Park.  Judges at the GFC will narrow the Semi-Finalist bands 
down to two (2) Finalist Bands and the audience will crown the winner by means of applause/cheers after a 
single-song play-off between the two Finalists. 
 

WHAT HAPPENS IF WE *DON’T* WIN OUR PC? 
 

WCBs are selected from amongst all competitors who did not win their PCs.  So this means that if you do not 
win your PC, hang in there and stay engaged throughout the month of June!  Help promote the other 
competitions and be a team player.  Tag the FESTIVAL on FaceBook, on Instagram, and on Twitter!  Support 
your fellow musicians.  BJFA will announce the WCB selections after all PCs have taken place. 
 

Also, here’s a little not-so-secret secret that will serve you well in any line of work, especially in the 
creative arts: “When one door closes, another door opens.”  Good things have happened to virtually all past 
participants, regardless of whether or not they won the Grand Championship (or even their PC)!  Bands 
regularly get hired to play paying gigs by audience members and sponsors.  Over 100 musicians have been 
featured playing live on radio and television.  The ability to work with a professional crew in front of a large 
audience is always a reward.  Does it suck to not win?  Of course.  Should you try again next year?  
Absolutely!  And keep in touch with us in the meantime. 
 

HOW IS THE GRAND CHAMPION SELECTED? 
 

After the Judges narrow the eight (8) Semi-Finalist Bands down to two (2), their job is done and they no 
longer participate in terms of scoring.  The two (2) Finalist Bands then each play a single song not from their 
set list and the audience cheers for their favorite band.  The final decision is made based on a reading from the 
Official Bluegrass Restaurant Decibel Meter.  The band with the highest decibel reading shall be crowned 
“Grand Champion” and the second place band shall be crowned “Runner-Up.” This means that it is 
imperative that you bring all the family, friends, and fans that you can to cheer for you on the 4th!  An email 
with more details will be sent to all Semi-Finalists closer to the GFC.  An Honorable Mention (3rd Place) 
Band shall also be selected by the Judges but shall not participate in the final playoff. 
 

WHAT ARE THE PRIZES, EXACTLY? 
 

In 2017, over $35,000 in donated cash and prizes were secured and dived amongst the bands!  Each 
participating band on July 4 (Winners, Semi-Finalists, and Showcase Bands) receives a certificate co-signed 
by the Mayor of Highland Park, IL, and the Founder of the BJMF, Nicolas DeGrazia.  CHP generously 
donates $400, $250, and $150 cash prizes to the Grand Champions, Runners-Up, and Honorable Mention 
Band respectively.  The top bands will all receive PROFESSIONAL STUDIO REDORCING TIME 
courtesy of Darwin Records (and others) as well as PROFESSIONAL PHOTO SHOOTS courtesy of 
Richard Shay and Mike Kelly (and others). Numerous other sponsors donate additional prizes so that no 
Semi-Finalist or Showcase Band goes home empty handed!  Past prize examples include $2,600+ in pavilion 
seat tickets to various shows at Ravinia Festival, $500 in gift certificates from Bluegrass Restaurant, $500 in 
gift certificates from Abt Electronics, live theatre tickets from Citadel Theatre Company, The Second City, 
and Improv Olympic, Gear from The Guitar Center… and the list just goes on and on!  These prizes are 
distributed amongst all the bands.  Additionally, BJFA also has a wonderful partnership with Navy Pier to 
produce “Best Of” showcase concerts featuring many of the 4th of July Semi-Finalist bands! 
 

IS THERE AN ENTRY FEE OR TICKET PRICE FOR THE AUDIENCE? 
 

Nope!  All Concerts are FREE and open to the public + all Competition concerts have FREE PARKING!  
Tell your friends!  Please note that NP concerts will have parking fees associated with them for audience 
members.  BJFA tries to provide at least two (2) free parking passes for bands performing at Navy Pier. 

 

WILL THERE BE FOOD AT ANY OF THE CONCERTS? 
 

PC: Frost Gelato in Highland Park will be serving FREE SAMPLES at all PCs!  Frost is located right 
across the street from Port Clinton Square so you’ll be able to see what else they have available 
by just crossing Central Ave.  Additionally, Highland Park is loaded with many incredible 
restaurants and eateries, some of which may be on-site selling food or giving away samples.  

http://www.facebook.com/bitterjesterbattle
https://www.instagram.com/bitterjester_musicfestival/
http://www.twitter.com/JesterBattle
http://www.bluegrasshp.com
http://darwinrecords.com/Darwin_Records_Studio/Welcome.html
http://www.richardshay.com
http://www.mikekellyphotography.com
http://www.ravinia.org
http://www.bluegrasshp.com
http://www.abt.com
http://citadeltheatre.org
http://www.frostgelato.com
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Additionally, several participating Sponsor Restaurants will be offering meal specials to the 
bands and their families!  Email us for more info/a list of suggestions for pre-concert dinner! 

 

GFC: Various food vendors will be on hand on July 4 preparing and selling things like burgers, dogs, 
chicken, and Italian Beef all night long.  Semi-Finalists and Showcase Bands will be given a 
dinner voucher and will be provided with water and snacks throughout the day.  Other desserts 
and treats will be provided to musicians and will available for sale to the audience on July 4. 

 

NP: There are food and beverage vendors at NP.  Participating Bands will be given a food voucher 
and will be provided with water throughout the day. 

 

ARE ANY OF THE CONCERTS RECORDED/PHOTOGRAPHED?  HOW DO I GET A COPY? 
 

Yes!  We believe it is extremely valuable for you to have access to recordings of your concerts.  The ability to 
enjoy listening to your performances is almost as important as being able to analyze and learn from them.  We 
also believe that – many years from now – you will cherish them as part of the historical record of your early 
years as musicians.  We do our best to record the audio of all PCs and the GFC and we do our best to capture 
video and photos of the GFC.  Unfortunately we cannot guarantee photos or video of the PC’s.  Barring any 
technical mishaps (which do occasionally happen), copies of available photos, audio, and video will be 
available from BJFA for a nominal price per the terms of your signed Agreement. 
 

WHAT TIPS OR ADVICE CAN YOU GIVE? 
 

If you’re curious about what might give you an edge, feel free to contact our Founder/Producer, Nicolas 
DeGrazia.  Nic doesn’t judge the Competition and can speak candidly about numerous past experiences and 
what the Judges may (or may not) be looking for.  Not all bands win all competitions.  In fact, you stand a 
greater chance of losing that you do winning.  But the greatest thing about the BJMF (as our testimonials 
illustrate) is that countless opportunities have been presented to the young musicians who have participated in 
this Festival each year and who are mentally and emotionally available to receive them… especially in defeat.  
Many of our success stories come from past “losers” of this competition. J 
 

That said, it’s still awesome to win and you should try your best!  Nic is happy to give you advice; you simply 
need to ask.  Above all, have fun and engage with the audience!  Rehearse your transitions as much as you 
rehearse your set – it’s a show, after all.  Talk to the Judges after your Performance.  Ask them what they 
liked and, more importantly, what they think you might do to improve.  Our Judges are awesome people and 
great resources.  Use them – and be willing to hear what they have to say even if you disagree (which is ok!). 
 

Please bring earplugs any time you play in this competition (or in any venue, especially small ones).  As 
musicians, your hearing should be one of your absolute most prized possessions.  If you haven’t heard of 
“tinnitus,” Google it right now.  Earplugs are available at Walgreens and many other places and are well-
beyond their worth.  We cannot stress this enough.  Nic was 1st Trombone in numerous bands in high school 
and college, including marching band.  He was one of the loudest horn players the University of Miami had 
seen.  In rehearsals his sophomore year at UM, playing with 200 other horns in a concrete room, Nic damaged 
his hearing and has since developed tinnitus.  Point of fact: it really sucks.  You don’t want it. 
 

In closing: at the end of the day, while the Judges make the final decisions as to which bands win and which 
do not, you should be the ones to ultimately decide what you want to do and how you want to do it.  And if 
what you do means you likely won’t win … do it anyway.  If you choose to change what you do because you 
think you could win as a result, do so with caution.  At the end of the day, we believe you should be 
producing the art and music that makes you happy.  If you can make lots of money doing it, even better… but 
don’t let that be your driving force. 
 

Judges are just people with opinions.  They’re usually much more experienced people with very good and 
proven opinions, but they’re just people. BJFA always tries to select GREAT Judges with GREAT opinions 
and some are better than others… but none of them is you.  This Event – even if you only play in a single PC, 
don’t win, and decide never to try it again – is all about opportunity and growth.  Make the most of it!  You 
may be surprised how far that alone will carry you. 


