Preliminary Interview. Please ask more questions about what is in the books. 

 

1.  Where were you born?  Where is home?

• I was born in Rabat, Morocco August 13th, 1951. My father was a US Marine Major and my mother was 19, a daughter of a US diplomat.

2.  When did you receive your first camera?  How old were you?  What first inspired you to go into photography?

• My grandfather left me a 1920's Kodak Autographic camera that used 820 roll film. By the time I got the camera the film was hard to find. There was a plate on the back that one could lift and have the subject "sign" the film. The pressure of the stylus left a line in the negatives and the signer's name would be visible when the film was processed. 

One of my first trips to visit NYC, I took a picture of newly painted, red and yellow garbage cans. Why someone would paint their old garbage cans was a mystery to me until I figured out that the color scheme identified the cans with a particular building. 

When I was in the Navy, I tried to get photographic training, but that never worked out. 

I began taking pictures of visiting rock bands in a nightclub I regularly visited. On the band's first night I took some photos, developed the film and made some prints the following day and then went back to the club the second night and tried to sell the prints to the band for $1 a print.

People liked my photos and my ability to capture them at their best. It gave me encouragement.

 

3.  Did you go to school for photography?  Where did you go?  When you graduated, what were your goals?

• I went to Germain School of Photography, but I had already taught myself the basics of film and developing, I wanted to learn studio lighting, but that was the second year. 

In the meantime, I ran out of money. I began washing dishes in an Italian restaurant and then found a night job in a printing company. There I learned a lot about layout and design and the whole printing process. This training became invaluable later in my career.

My goal originally with photography was to be come a portraitist.  I admired Yousef Karsch of Ottawa and some of the other classic portrait photographers. I guess I reached my "goal" in a way that I didn't expect.

 

4.  I see you apprenticed to commercial and fashion photographers.  How did you make the transition to music and why?

• I was lucky to work for two catalog photographers who took a great interest in my training. They allowed me complete use of the studio after hours and on weekends. I took advantage of that opportunity and made test shots with young models, did little t-shirt ads for Andy Warhol's magazine "Interview", basically I worked day and night for 2 years, didn't even take weekends off. I began to get a lot of model testing from the model agencies, because the word had spread that I was more interested in making nice photos, than getting into the pants of the models.

I also began shooting jazz musicians at a new club in Brooklyn. The club needed wall decorations and I offered then 16 x 20" B&W prints for access to the musicians that played there.

Later, my friends at Warhol's magazine invited me to see the B-52's on their first visit to NYC. I shot their first set and invited them to "my" studio for a real portrait session. "Interview" published that photo and I did more work with the B-52's leading to their first LP cover and that led to more covers for other artists. It was all word of mouth...

 

5.  Who or what inspired you to become an artist?  How or in what way?

• I have never considered myself an "artist". I am a commercial photographer. I don't take pictures for fun, I take pictures because people pay me. I do other things for fun.

I have been inspired by other photographers who took photos that I think are cool. I like to make photos that people like to look at and discover my little jokes in the details.

 

6.  How do your pictures differ from other photographers?

• I always respect the musicians that I work with. I make it my most important goal to make photos that the musician likes and wants to put on his record cover. I try to tell a story about the music or the musician in my photos. I think the more information a potential fan has about an artist, the more likely the fan is to buy that record. I always try to make the cover look like the music sounds, whether it is Hip Hop, rock, jazz, whatever. Every picture can tell a story and one picture is worth a thousand words.

I only work in the music branch. I don't even take family photos on vacation, makes my wife very annoyed.

 

7.  Why did you go to NYC in 1975?  Did that trip change your ideas about photography?

• I moved to NYC in 1975, because it was the world center of professional photography. If I could "make it" there, I could go anywhere. Now I am in Germany.

 

8.  I read that during your career in NYC, that you documented emerging cultures, and that you have photographed and designed more than 300 packages and have over 30 gold or platinum plaques.  How did this success play into your original goals?  

• Nightlife was very important when I was young and moved to Manhattan, New Wave music and punk rock were beginning to take over from progressive rock and disco. I never had to put limits on what music I listened to, I liked the early Hip Hop, I liked Man Parrish's brand of mixing techno with Hip Hop, I liked Klaus Nomi and the B-52's. There was so much music being created in so many different styles. Sometimes the "style" was something brand new. I have never had the problem of making up my mind whether or not I like something and whether or not my friends liked it, wasn't important to me.

Some people see something new and say "Ooh! What is that?". Some people see something new and look to see how their friends react before they make their own commitment. I have always been curious about everything and when I see something new, I say "Oh! What is that?" and go in for a closer look... 

9.  How did you transition from shooting punk bands to shooting and packaging for hip-hop artists?

• There was and is no transition, I still work in all musical styles. My first shootings were with the New Wave and punk musicians that were playing in NY. My first Hip Hop musicians were Afrika Bambaataa and Soul Sonic Force. I had recently heard their first hit "Planet Rock" playing out of a car stuck in a traffic jam in my neighborhood and knew that the music was copied from "TransEurope Express" by Kraftwerk. Now how was I supposed to recognize that as a new musical style. It was Kraftwerk and Kraftwerk was New Wave. I just though Hip Hop was a part of New Wave.

I had the opportunity to shoot Alphonso Ribiero, the star of "The Tapdance Kid" on Broadway. He was making an album and I shot his cover. His label was Prism Records. A month or so later, I got a call from Prism and they had another artist that they wanted me to shoot, but only for a single in B&W. His name was Biz Markie. When I delivered the contact sheets from that shooting, I asked his product manager who was going to design the cover and she asked me if I knew someone. I suggested myself and that's how I started working for the label that changed its name to Cold Chillin'.

10. What was it like to work w/MC Shan?  Do you have any stories about these artists you could tell me?

• Stacey, this is why I wrote this series of books. I would prefer that you read the text that I wrote about these artists and then ask specific questions. I don't want to write the book all over again.

 

      ...Biz Markie?

      ...Marley Marl?

      ...Grand Daddy IU?

      ...Kool G Rap?

      ...Masta Ace?

      ...The Genius?

      ...Roxanne Shante`?

      ...Bootsy Collins?

      ...XCLAN (I had a hand on all their packaging)

      ...Roxanne Shanté

      ...Masta Ace

      ...Big Daddy Kane

      ...Rammellzee

      ...Scoob Lover

      ...Mobb Deep

      ...The Notorious B.I.G.

 

 

11. Who would you like to work w/again and why? 

• Well, Kane for one, everytime he goes off and has someone else do his covers, the covers don't do him justice and the records don't sell. 

12. How important is it for you to design a package that stands out from the rest?

• I design for the artist. I don't bite on anyone else's style. I am fortunated that God gives me an unlimited source of ideas, kind of like a black hole in reverse. If an artist has a good idea of his own, I help him realize that idea. If they don't have any ideas, I listen to the music, talk to the artist to find out where he is coming from and wants to go. If the artist doesn't like my first ideas, I throw another idea out, if they reject that one, I can keep on with ideas and the more the artist rejects, the closer I get to something that they like. What I like isn't important. It is their record, they have to live with it the rest of their lives.

 

13. Who would you like to work with today that you haven't worked with?

• Snoop Dog or whatever his name is at this moment. I like his sense of humor and I think we would really pull a rabbit out of a hat if we collaborated on a project.

 

14. Do you have any books or exhibits coming down the pipe in the furure?

• The book in the series "I Speak Music" featuring the European Hip Hop artists that I have worked with is next to be released. This will complete my Hip Hop part of this series. I will continue with the rock bands starting with the B-52's, Kid Creole and so on. When this series is completed, I will be dead. Just kidding. There will be more than 10 books when the series is finished. All are the same size and number of pages. I imagine a box set in my future.

As far as exhibits, Europe has been very good to me. I have had dozens of exhibitions in Europe and only half a dozen or so in NYC. Coming up, I have an exhibit in London at the Metropolis recording studio in September, also in September is an all Ramones exhibit in Barcelona. In 2014, there will be an exhibit in Venice, Italy that I will be part of.

All of the images in all of my books are available as signed fine art prints. I am represented by http://www.rockpaperphoto.com/photographer_george_dubose and some of the images can be purchased there and the rest from me directly.

 

15. Do you have any words of wisdom for those aspiring photographers who love music and would like to do what you've done?

• First, get a good day job. Making a living from photographing musicians isn't going to be easy. Shoot as many artists as possible, you can never tell who will "blow up". Try to shoot them on stage and in a "portrait" situation. Paparazzi-style shootings at parties isn't going to lead to album covers.

16. Anything I missed that you'd like to say or promote? 

• As I mentioned before, please read the books and then ask some more specific questions. I really would like this piece to focus on the books more than me.

Please consider this text as just a beginning. 

17. How would you like to be remembered?

• That I made the world a more beautiful place than I found it.

