Streetwear Today - Interview questions: 

Mr. DuBose, the first hip-hop band you were about to shoot was the Soul Sonic Force, centred around Afrika Bambaataa. You did a publicity shot for their “Planet Rock” release. When you finally heard this song, did you think that is was a bold way to create a song, using Kraftwerks “Trans Europe Express” and layering ones own lyrics on top? In other words, what has been your initial response to “sampling”?

I heard "Planet Rock" some weeks before I got the assignment to photograph Soul Sonic Force. I actually heard "Planet Rock" blasting out of a car window when the car was stuck in a traffic jam. I was shocked by the concept of just lifting (this wasn't sampling) music from one group's record, changing the lyrics and calling it your own. I was really surprised several weeks later during the shooting with SSF that they were the group that released "Planet Rock".

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I read, that you first and foremost experienced the musical underground phenomenon that was about to originate in the late 70s, later known as hip-hop, as just another direction of the “new wave” music that in those times was headed in all directions. When did you first experience hip-hop as a unique form, as an autonomous musical genre?

As I wrote in my book "I Speak Music - hip hop - Old School Volume One" first I heard Blondie's "Rhapsody", "White Lines" in the Mudd Club which was my favorite haunt in NYC. I thought that this music was "new wave", as "new wave" had such a wide range of styles. Later, as I began to work with Biz, Kane and the Juice Crew Allstars, I became aware that "rap" music was it's own genre. At that time, rap was pretty much an underground phenomena in the black culture. 

Up to that point in my career, I was working with punk bands, new wave bands and jazz artists. It was later when I began my relationship with Prism aka Cold Chillin' Records that I realized that "rap" music was its own style.

I lived in lower Manhattan and what I saw of the "rap" culture was pretty much limited to break dancers on the streets of Midtown and the graffiti on the subways. 

The first fashion from the rap scene I was aware of was the massive gold chains and elaborate finger rings, but as far as the clothing, the early rappers that I worked with created their own styles. Biz went to Dapper Dan, the Harlem tailor for some of his unique clothing, other rappers adopted styles from Fila, Puma and Kangol. These companies were not making clothing solely for the black market. Rockawear, Sean Jean, Sir Benni Miles, Karl Kani and other companies jumped on the booming band wagon later. In the beginning, there was no band wagon...

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

As a listener, how and when did your love with music come about?

My father always had top of the line stereos and a massive jazz collection, 78s and all that old shit. So I was exposed to music at a very early age. 

When I was about 5, I heard Elvis Presley's "Hound Dog" on the radio. Why was that guy singing about a dog? 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Which musical genres are you into? What kind of music do you personally enjoy most?

After Elvis, I experienced the Beatles coming to America, I wanted to be a Beatle. Then as I got interested in learning to play a guitar, I discovered The Ventures and the other rock bands coming out of the US and UK.

I suppose that being turned on to Cream, Jimi Hendrix and the whole psychedelic sound was the biggest influence on me. I played in a rock band in high school, took guitar lessons, studied and learned to read music, but in the end I had to sadly face the fact that "playing" music was not my thing. I had to realize that playing was not where my talent was hiding.

After my photographic career got off the ground and I realized that I was going to specialize in music photography, all the music study was going to really help my photography. 

I have the ability to "shoot on the beat" when photographing live acts and the ability to "make the cover look like the music sounds" when creating and implementing concepts in my packaging designs.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Do you collect records?

Boy do I... I just had my 5000 lp and cd collection shipped to Cologne, Germany. My US storage bill was killing me.

I have the remnants of my Dad's jazz and pop collection. I have an extensive collection of English blues music and its spinoffs. I worked at Island Records for many years and was always picking up vinyl. I can't throw anything away.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Would you say that dope music is a direct power source that stimulates your work?

Every band or musician that I work with has to let me hear the tracks that will be on their recording. I won't work with a band whose music I haven't heard. I don't have to like it, but I have to understand it and what the artist are trying to state with the graphics on the cover of their music.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What else stimulates your work?

To understand the artist and what he is trying to say. Usually, we have a band meeting and I listen to the ideas that the group might have and think of how to create that concept in a visual way. Sometimes the artist doesn't have any idea and that is why they want to talk to me. I can dream up a visual and try to explain it to them, if they don't like that idea, I hit 'em with another concept. We keep going until we have a solid plan.

I realize that at the end of the day, it is the artist's cover, not mine. He needs the cover to sell his music. I have done so many covers that even if I don't think that the artist's visual concept is as good as mine, I remember for who and why I am working and if I don't want to include his cover in my portfolio, I don't have to. The artist has to live with the package for ever.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

When I think of George DuBose, I think of the Juice Crew and Cold Chillin Records. What has been your favorite Cold Chillin artist to work with? Why is that?

Sorry to say, I don't have a favorite Cold Chillin' artist. I love 'em all. Biz, Kane, Master Ace, G. Rap, Shanté, Shan, The Genius all have different personalities and make totally different artistic statements with their lyrics. I enjoyed working with each of them. When I get a chance to meet them again, as I do in Amsterdam or around Germany, it is great to see them and I always take the opportunity to update my photographic files.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

For the benefit of our readers, is there any special anecdote from the old school days that stands out?

I have a lot of anecdotes that I have included in a 104 page paperback called "I Speak Music - hip hop - Old School Volume One". 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Let’s take the award tour. What has been the first hip-hop record that you got a gold record for? 

Biz Markie's single, "Just a Friend". I have two gold records for Kane and many of his and Biz's albums went gold after some time, but I never got the gold or platinum plaques.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Besides your own work, who else makes some dope cover photos and/or artworks, in your opinion?

Chip Simon's does really cool multi-colored photos, he shot Chuck D., LL Cool J and Rick Rubin, but I am not sure if they were used for lp covers.

Nitin Vadukal also makes great shots of musicians, but I am not sure what albums they were for.

I mostly admire the work of photographers and painters that have developed their techniques or show some technical ability. Too many "photographers" just put a flash on their digital camera and call themselves "professional" because they spent a lot of money on their equipment. There is more to photography than a $4000 camera.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What is your favorite cover art? 

"Goin' Off", Biz in that psychedelic photo on the cover. 

"Long Live the Kane" for my distillation of Kane's original concept to something that worked in a 12" square.

"Live and Let Die" for flipping G's bank robbing cover concept into the assassination of narcotics agents with a totally insane procedure, check that cover and figure out what is going on...It's totally wack!

"Words from The Genius" We "out golded" all the other rappers at that time.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

If you were free to choose any recording artist and do his or her artwork, who would it be? How would you approach his or her personality in terms of style? What would you like to bring out in him/her?

I would love to do a cover for Tom Waits, Madonna or The Queens of the Stone Age. Waits is always a pleasure to work with, Madonna, I would just try to out do all the other cover shots and QOTSA, I would like to hear the music before I started dreaming up concepts.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

You are currently residing in Cologne, Germany. How do you like the city and its night-life?

Cologne is a big city, but not too big. There are all sizes of venues, from small punk bars that have live music to major concert halls. I can see all the top artists here in Cologne on their European tours.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Do you still go out, in clubs, to do your thang?

Hanging out in clubs, meeting the artists was a way I used to get many jobs. Today, my jobs come from work of mouth. I have two small sons and a beautiful wife, staying home is nice. I do go to clubs and venues when I am invited.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What project(s) are you currently working on? What keeps you busy and creative?

I am having quite a few exhibitions coming up. On April 5-6, I am the guest of honor at the ARC Record and CD Fair in Utrecht, Holland. I have an exhibit that will stand for 10 weeks in a Cologne art salon and in July I am going to a rock festival in Caldes de Reis, Spain to show a mix of hip hop and rock images. 

I will be selling prints from my archives in an A3 format and the first of the two books I have released, "I Speak Music - Ramones" and " I Speak Music - hip hop - Old School Volume One". I am working on "Old School Volume Two", then Volume Three and Four. Then I will return to the series of books that focus on the rock and new wave acts I have worked with. The best thing about doing books this chronological order, is that I can finish the last books of the rock and hip hop series, then when I have enough stories and photos from my future work, I can make a new book.

I am still shooting and designing covers, one of my recent projects for Kukoo Da Bagga Bonz - Da Grustler is one of my best works ever.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

You have just released a new book entitled: I Speak Music - hip hop - Old School Volume One, which marks the start of a whole books series. Please, enlighten us about its concept!

This complete series of "I Speak Music" books will total over 15 books. These books present the ideas behind the cover shots, where the ideas came from, stories about the photo shootings and my relationships with the artists. Some of these artists I have worked with for over 20 years. These books are not "how to" books. There isn't much technical information included. Most of the images in the books are "out takes" from the shootings, photos nobody has ever seen.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What else do we have to expect from you in the near future?

I am actively looking for more musicians that need great images. Too many bands rely on their mothers or friends with digital cameras to make their shots they need for MySpace, etc. and it shows...

I think people are losing their sense of what "quality" is. They just don't care.

Once I finish these photo books, I plan on sailing around the world. I will start writing sailing stories...

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Final question: What connotation does the word “street” hold for you? Like in “street culture” or “street knowledge/credibility”?

Street? Street means "authentic", "real", "genuine". Outside of the commercial arena. When I was young, rock 'n' roll was disapproved by most "adults". Rock was for us kids. The fact that our parents disapprove of our music, made it even more appealing to us. There was no commercialization of our music or our fashions.

Today, corporations support all types of music, logos are everywhere. I don't think young people understand how the corporations undermine what should be for the youth alone. I think that too many artists and the surviving record labels are more interested in selling clothing than music. 

Music has lost its cache, it has become another marketing tool by big companies.

That is NOT street.

