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WORLD
PREMIER

Gang Starr's man of few words, DJ Premier, resurrects
hip-hop's most seminal studu:u

hen New York City’'s D&D Studios

closed its doors in early 2003, 1
marked the end of an era. An often
rat-infested space amongst the sweat-
shops in Manhattan's stoically unrefined
Garment District, D&D physically embod-
led New York City hip-hop for more than
a decade.

Nas, the Notorious B.LG. and Jav-Z came through D&D while
makmg then semiunal debwes flwmatie, Ready to Die and Reasonable
Danbt, respectively, and Smif N Wessun's Dalr Shinin” and Jeru the
Divmaja’s The Sun Rises In The East were among the utlrll.'-rf_:lnmui
classics conceived between its walls, Unul the clav of s closure u
remained the destination of choice for artists FnuLill_'-! o et Lhat
grinty New York ftlavor imto their mix: Showbiz, Diamond D, Evil
Dee, Just-Tee and Craig G were D&D regulars, but more glamorous
artists like Ludacris and Mariah Ciarey have stopped in when they
wanted to get that down and dirty New York sound.

It's no comadence thar most, if not all, of the alorementioned
figures were brought into the D&D fold by D] Premier, who, ever
since Gang Starr's 1992 breakthrough Dy Iu". (peration, had worked
exclusive ]w. from D&EDS "B room.

|_|n-l like the sound 1 get there, never mind them rats running
around,” the man born Christopher Martun once said (in a 2002
Strength Magazine mterview) while defending his decision 1o not
work anywhere else. And with the results he'd gotten over the pasi
12 vears, no one ever bothered o argue.

For 15 vears, Gang Starr’s D] MHI producer has been a soldier
of blue-collar, ht1-1|11:._; man’s hip-hop. He's created instant cred-
ibility with his ratlor-macde beats created from {II|J]IL{1 H.J]tl]}!:_':-
crisp, tightlv-marched hit-hats, snares and kicks and D] scratches
that cut the arnsts name into the mix. While l!iI]‘-h”l.‘l has contin-
ued 10 veer from its B-bov roots towards what Premier likes to call
“T'imkerbell music,” his ever-expanding roster ol [reelance clients

h-'l"u i HI'I.IiI]I.]L’Tl [y B I,

BECOMING THE BOSS

When he got the news that D&D was closing while Premier was
in the midst of completing Gang Starr's sixth album, The Ownerz
(Virgin, 200%), his world was ellectively rocked.

o | put me i a mental freeze for a moment.” the Houston native
recalls, nearly two vears later, in his husky Brooklyn-via-Houston
drawl. "My man Headgeourterz had just passed away, It was a rough
little voad and things were coming one alier another,”

words: Jesse Serwer
Photos: Rayon Richards



After completing The Ownerz at nearby
Avarar Studios and leaving town with Gura for
a Gang Starr tour, Premier decided 1o buy wha
was left of the studio from DED partners Doug
Crama and David Lotrin, who had been lorced
to sell after the demise of major clicns like Loud

Records and Rawkus and the prolilermion of

home Prolools setups had ellectively  ground
business to an all-time low,

“We had to sayv, ‘Can we allord to do this?’
because money is fucked up with evervbody right
now,” Primo savs from the newly revamped stn-
dio, which has been re-dubbed Headgeonriers
after ns lallen comrade.

“Stepping up land doing this new studio]
hael a1 Lot 1o do with Hr:u]u]t ouriers |;;|.-.-ir1;.: AWl
because he was loud v a good way,” the producer
adlds, "When he died, his moms told me to dress
him, make him look hip-hop. [t was a responsi-
bility 'l never had. That made me really buckle
down and sav "You know what, 1 got to get serious
and step my game up.” Musically, 1 have never
changed but 1 bug mysell out because 1 am not
a lake-responsibility tvpe of person. | was alwavs
the knucklehead having [un, not wanting to 1ake
responsibility. But T have that boss mentality now
becanse | have 10”7

WORDS ARE HEARD

By the time Primo and Charles Roane, a commer-
cial ]:-T'mhlu'r who goes by The Mixologist, were
able to move in last winter, the studio was in the
process of being demolished and most of DEIDY's
cquipment had been sold ofl. “As long as | had
those speakers T was good,” Premier savs, potnt-
ing to the vintage Urer [vinmtage studio sound]
system salvaged before it was | ipped out of the old
“B” room (now the "H™ room; the odd-shaped "A”
room has been re-dubbed ¥

“1hose things are so kev: they are designed
to take the beating that 1 put into them. I vou're
making hardeore music vou got 1o hear it loud
Urer's are harvd o hnd bue when vou get a bateh,
vou save ‘em, It's like a Corvette Sungray. "They
don’t make ‘em the way they used o make ‘em no
morve. 'd rather have a Stingrav now than get a
new last car.”

Bt progress at Headgeourterz has been
slow, with the studio just reaching the fully Tune-
toning level this summer. On a balmy Seprember
afternoon, however, the space is seeing a Harry of
activity under the direcuon of Gordon “Bigges
Ceord™ Franklin, Premacr’s brother and partner in
Year Round Records, the label he starvted in 2002,
Floors are being mopped, and Turniure 1s being
put in place. Premier’s man Black is 11'.|ul.'ff ot
on the couch m romt of a Dave ( .||;1|||u'ih' DA'D,
awakeming o shave a ot with has Tviend.

Primo, wearing a t-shirt bearving the Year
Rowund logo and the question “Do vou Want
Hardeorez" is juggling his usual bevy of projects,
prepping his Friday night mix show on Sirios
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““1 amm 37 vears
old and 1 still
fiend for hip-
hop every
day.”

Satellite Radio, and preparing to sit down with
Ludacris 1o discuss beats for s new album,
Foremost on the arust’s mind, however, is
Man of Few Words, his very first producer/solo
album, a much-talked about project scheduled o
be released through Terror Squad and Atdantic
Records that has become a sort ol hip-hop ver-
sion ol the forever-delaved Guns N7 Roses project
Clhinese Democrae ¥

Although Fat Joe and Terror Squad’s deal
through Atlanmtic no longer exists (he's since
re-emerged on Umiversal), Primo’s record will
still see release through Atlanuce, Soll burning
with [rustration over what he perceives as a lack
ol proper promouon of The OQwnerz by Virgin
Records (though now on indefinite hiatus, Gang
Searr has exited us deal with the label), and hos-
rility towards major labels in general, Premics
promises he will "make Atlantic verv happy for
walling so | -1I;.f."

While he is protective of the album’s details
(*T don’t sav nothing until the ‘1's’ are doued
on the paperwork™), the course of conversation
reveals a guest roster that includes Nas and
Ghostlace Killah.

PRO WITH THE TOOLS

As Premier goes to work on an A Man of Few
Haords track leaturmg Boyv Big, a 510 Lous-area
singer who appeared on The Ownerz, one major
change in lis studio equipment is immediately
apparent: Hip-hop's most die-hard analog purist

OUT OF THE BOX: PRIMO ON PRIMO
DJ PREMIER DISSECTS SOME OF HIS MOST POPULAR PRODUCTIONS.

“Dwyck" Gang Starr featuring Nice N Smooth (1952)

“‘Dwyck’ was the first song I did in the 'B' Room at D&D-Daily Operation
was all in the A room-because that studio was booked that day. I was like
‘Tl try this room since I'm just doing a simple little song.” It tumed out
10 be one of my biggest records. [t was fun because we weren 't ying to
make a hit. | was like 'Let's put it on Daily Operation. Nice N smooth can
eat, wa can eat,' but avaryone was like 'Nah.' Wo put it on Hard Toe Earn
{1994} but by that time it was too late."

“N2Gether Now"™ Limp Bizkit featuring Method Man (1999)

“I didn't want to do a record with Limp Bizkit-lhey're not my style-but
Fred Durst asked if he could stop by and meet me. He came over and I told
him straight up [ wasn't interested. Then he said 'l got your Crooklyn Culs
(early 205 Tape Kingz mixtape senes) tapes.’ | was like, ‘Damn, if you got
that, then you know what we going to do. Give me five minutes.” The tape
was rolling and we did the damn thing. It turned out alnght.”

“Giantz Ta This” NYG'z (2002)

“You got to know how to play around with things. | always wanted to
flip “Seven Minutes of Funk"” by The Whole Darn Family because it's
a dope record, but also because it's so sampled and I've loved the way
everybody s done {t. EPMD ‘It's My Thing' was dope, and [ loved “Ain’t
No Nigga by Foxy and Jay-Z. I wanted to do the same thing I did with
Lthe New Birth record from "Player’'s Anthem” by Junior MLAFLA. 1 flipped
that one on Jernu's "Ya Playin® Yasell." It sounded ghetto, and | wanted to
o it again.”
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is working an entirely digital setup with ProTools.
“We sull don’t have a tape machine so in the mean-

time, | have been going straight digital,” Premier savs,
adding that. despite his recent baptism into the world ol
digial recording. a tape machine is on the way,

“This is all brand new 1o me, [ am vsed 1o coming in
and threading the reel. 1 was having my little tantrums
[with ProTools] lor a week or two where 1 wonld get mad
and go home. T finally stuck 1t owm +:m\l Just saiid I am
umnu Ly SEay here one an and learn.

To anchor his | jump 1o digital recording, he bougln
Control/24, an imegrated Itnm end console hy IMgdesign
and Foeusrite that adjusts manually while ahering levels
111'1.11'1.'!”}'. -

“It's dope because i is designed o act like it is ana-
log,” he explains. "Everything you do, vou can do the
old-fashioned way. That way | don't feel like vour took
away my tov. I got my toy, it's just an updated version.”

Having conquered his dhigial hang-ups, Primo scems
}:rimurl for a new era of producuvity. He's in discussions
with Nas about producing his entire next album, and
when the next Year Round release, a ull-length debut by
NYG'z, Pros and Cons, drops sometime next year, it will
bear production entirely by Premier.
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“I was

alwavys the
kknmuickiehead
having fun...
Buf | have that
boss mentality
now because |
have f0.”

STAY IN THE CUT
A 4.'|::_1.' after our imrerview, as Premier headed 1o Germany [or
a D] tour, a three-judge panel ruled in federal appeals court
that rap artists would now have o pay for unrecognizable
samples used in their songs, superceding a lower-court rul-
g that it s legal 1o use notes it the sample sn't identihable.

Almost immediately, hip-hop pundits speculated
that no one would be allected more than Premier, who
has made a career out ol crearing new songs by chopping
obscure samples into unrecognizably short bits. While
Premier has vet to weigh i on the subject, it s doubtiul
the ruling will inhibit his beatmaking,

Back at He adqeourterz, he declaves, “1 am 37 vears
old and 1 sill Giend for hip-hop every chav, You got 10 be a
student of the culture 1o know how 1o do it right: hip-hop is
experimentation, Youre on your turntables, scratching, aned
your mother calls out and the record goes rr-rre-rer (sim-
lates scratching sound). That is what happened: Grand Wizard
Theodore stopped to hear what his mom was saying.”
b Man of Fer Words
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