STEEZ MAGAZINE QUESTIONS

Sydney Lindberg

It’s easy to read a lot about your past and experiences (which we’ll get into), but where are you living now? What are you doing for work?

In 1998, I moved to Cologne, Germany to live with my German wife. This move coincided with the crash in the music industry and the advent of high resolution digital cameras. This meant that a lot of the young bands that I would work with had no money for cover shootings, the record companies weren't paying for artwork and any monkey with a digital camera will take a good photo sooner or later. Record company support for packaging, pretty much died.

I shoot the occasional cover for German bands who care about their covers. I design packaging for American artists and show them the work in progress via .pdfs and the internet.

I designed both Joey Ramone's posthumous albums working with Joey's brother Mickey Leigh this way. 

I am doing some of my best work now at this point in my life.

I know you’ve put out a book with all your photography before, are you working on any notable projects now? 

I am self-publishing several books that are available on Amazon worldwide. I wrote, designed and published "The Big Book of Hip-Hop Photography", it is an overview of my work with Hip-Hop artists starting with Afrika Bambaataa and Soul Sonic Force and ends with my session in Bed-Stuy with 19-year old unsigned Christopher Wallace.

I have a book about my 12 years working with the Ramones, shooting and designing their covers and taking their publicity shots. This Ramones book is in English, Spanish, Portuguese and Italian. 

There isn't one book with ALL of my photography. I don't mix the genres. I am now writing and designing a book that will focus on my rock subjects beginning with my work with the B-52s and ending with the last band I have photographed before I close the book. I also have to do a book about the Hip-Hop artists that I have worked with after I worked with The Notorious B.I.G. These are mostly European artists.
Tell me a little bit about your early days as a photographer, what first got you started? 

I had visited NYC when I was in college and a friend of mine bought a new 35mm camera. We walked around Manhattan and I took a photo of old garbage cans newly painted red and yellow. I couldn't figure out why someone would paint old ashcans. Later I figured out that most buildings numbered their ashcans with the house number, but the people who painted the old ashcans were Puerto Rican and perhaps a bit more colorful.
What was the nightclub scene in Manhattan in the 70s/80s when you were taking photographs there a lot? 

I shot many bands that performed at the Mudd Club and CBGBs. I photographed Joe Jackson's first American gig there, I actually got REM a gig at the Mudd Club and the owner asked me if he had to pay them since there were only 12 people in the club on that Monday night. 

REM played for free…

I went to Studio 54 and other clubs, but just took photos of my friends or other interesting people doing interesting things.

Which clubs did you frequent?

The Mudd Club, Hurrah's, CBGB's, Danceteria, Studio 54.

You met Madonna at one of her early shows, right? What’s that story. 

I was contacted by John Phillips, the bouncer at Hurrah's who was sidelining as a radio promotions man, shopping Madonna's first demo to radio stations.

He put me together with Camille, of Empire Management, Madonna's manager. Camille asked me to go to Uncle Sam's Blues, a club in Roslyn, Long Island and make live photographs of just the singer who was fronting a band called "The Breakfast Club".

Just the singer, not the band. Hmmmm?
There was this sexy, young woman wearing barely-concealing costumes of chamois skin and foxtails. She was oozing sexuality, but seemed shy or unsure of herself. I went back stage between sets to meet her. I asked her what her real name was.

"Madonna." she replied.

"What's your real name?"

"Madonna."

I offered her encouragement and wrote a short list of suggestions regarding her performance. I was trying to be supportive.

When her manager, Camille, discovered the note, she was furious and ejected me from the dressing room, screaming, "How dare you speak to my artist!"

I stayed in the club and shot the second set.

I took the train back to Manhattan and never heard from Camille again. I referred Madonna to the promoters of Club NY and we saw her shows at the Underground, Danceterial and the Roxy, without a band.

My negatives of Madonna's first gig sat in my files for 15 years before anyone had any interest in publishing them.

I have since recouped my expenses and then some from my first meeting with Madonna.

Madonna had a concert at The Underground that I saw, but didn't shoot, then she had a show on the roof of Danceteria, I only shot a few frames, but I had invited some promoters from Boston and they flew her to perform at The Metro in front of Boston's hipsters. She was surprised to see me at her Boston show, until I told her that I got her the gig.
At the time, did you think that girl was going to become the Madonna she is today?

She definitely had "star quality", but I have seen many young artists who have something special, but never seem to get off the ground.
You’ve shot over 300 album covers… are they all laying around your house somewhere?

I have a small house that I store my archives in. I have over 5000 vinyl records and that takes a bit of space. I have a big poster collection and also store my negatives and slides there.

What’s the story behind your first album cover for the B52s? 

I was photographing jazz artists at a Brooklyn club called Smuckers. One of my pals who worked at Andy Warhol's "Interview" magazine called me one day and asked me if I wanted to see a band from Georgia play at Max's Kansas City, another famous musician/artist hangout.

I told my pal that I didn't have any money to pay to get in to the club and he said not to worry, he could put me on the guest list.

When the B's first came on stage, the music was from the Peter Gunn TV show theme, but the words were "Planet Claire". Peter Gunn's theme was the first thing I could play on guitar when I was 14. I fell in love with the band from the first song.

I offered to shoot them for Andy Warhol's "Interview", but didn't get the correct lineup. Cindy Wilson had gone back to Georgia, so the manager stood in with the rest of the band for the photo. That was actually OK, since no one knew what the band looked like to begin with. This image was their first published in "Interview" and a Japanese magazine.

Later, when they returned for more NYC concerts, I was able to get them into my studio and took photos, offering them Piña Coladas and Banana Daiquiris. One of the photos from this session, I turned into a 16 x 20" B&W poster and printed 1000 copies at my own expense. I put the posters in the street around the venue for their upcoming concert and the posters were stolen as fast as I could put them up. I didn't know about wheat paste and was only using masking tape to hang the posters. I began selling the posters at their gigs, 52¢ each or two for a dollar.

Two years later, Island Records bought the poster image and we hand colored it for the first album cover.
How did you transition from the new wave/punk scene to hip hop? 

When New Wave music hit the clubs, it was a big mix. Germany's Kraftwerk, Nina Hagen, Trio, France's Plastique Bertrand, Talking Heads, B52s, there just wasn't one sound or style to New Wave. 

When I first heard "Planet Rock" by Afrika Bambaataa and Soul Sonic Force, I heard it coming from a car that was stuck in gridlock. I recognized the music as being "lifted" from Kraftwerk's "TransEurope Express", just different words. 

Blondies' "Rapture", "White Lines" by GrandMaster Flash, were played in the Mudd Club. I thought this "early rap" was just another style of New Wave.

What are a few challenges you faced working directly with artists? 

For one, I try to make these cats look handsome, beautiful, intelligent, wealthy, in other words, get the camera to lie…

Seriously, I guess I was born to make album covers. My first album was the B52s' and I did that for myself, so I had no art director or anyone pressuring me. My second album cover was for Kid Creole and the Coconuts "Off the Coast of Me" and that was a challenge. 

I had to build a set that looked like a tropical jungle, but then I had to photograph 12 people on the front and 11 people on the back. Trying to get them all to look at the camera at the same time, meant I had to stand on a ladder and blow a whistle before every shot to get them to react.

Being a photographer as well as a graphic designer, means that the artist or band only has to brainstorm with one person. Fewer cooks to spoil the broth...
Did you bring most ideas to the table, or did they come to you with a specific vision? 

I need to meet the artist, discuss their plan or concept for the cover or brainstorm together until we get an idea that works for the musical content and the artist's ego.

How did their visions/creativity come into play with your own?

Regardless of who has the concept, it needs to be practical for the technical execution of the photo and it needs to work with the amount of money in the budget. 

I never forget that the cover is not for my recordings, but the recordings of the artists. If I like the cover, I can put it in my portfolio or on my website. The artist has to live with it forever. I never forget that. If the artist is in love with the concept, my job is to realize it for him. Not me.

Big Daddy Kane had an idea for his first cover. He wanted to be carried in a litter (a chair supported by two long poles) by four black men in the front and four black men in the back. Dancing slave girls would throw flowers from in front and behind this parade. Kane was talking about having 16 people plus himself on the cover. 

I asked Kane where was I supposed to shoot this Cecil B. DeMille production? Central Park?

I took Kane's concept and refined it down to Kane on a throne, with three slave girls serving him. I made everything in the picture white, gold or purple, the colors of royalty. In the end, it suited Kane's concept as visualizing himself as a black Caesar.

When the Johnny Ramone told me about his concept for "Too Tough To Die" and the reference to the bad boys in Clockwork Orange. All I had to do is find a tunnel for which the droogs to lurk in…

I chose a small tunnel in Central Park and the four silhouettes of the guys make for an intimidating image.

What makes an album cover stand out to you?

I have purchased records that I haven't heard based on the cover graphic. Mott The Hoople's first LP with the MC Escher illustration on the cover is one example. I loved the illustration and discovered a new group and a new artist.

Album covers that are a designer's masturbation project don't work for me. Covers used to sell records. The cover should look like the music sounds.
Some designers are content to flex their creative muscles and produce wonderful designs that have absolutely nothing to do with the style of music contained in the subsequent package. These designers think that the cover is an outlet for THEIR creativity. The musician has little or no input.

The buying public is not influenced by the cover to buy the music. The buyer most likely already knows what music is contained therein and would buy the record in a brown paper wrapper.

By having creative meetings with the musician, I find it possible to listen to their music and get inside the musician’s head. Further discussions with the artist will allow me to conjure up images that reflect the artist’s lifestyle and the music he/she is recording. Assembling all this input, it is possible for me as a photographer to come up with photographic images that reflect the musical style, the lifestyle of the artist themselves, their taste in clothing, their environment or the environment where they would like to live, the car they would like to drive, etc. This gives the musician the feeling that the package is ‘his/hers’. I want my artists to be as proud of our package as they are of their music. That’s the way it is supposed to work, n’est-ce pas?

Were any artists in particular either gems or nightmares to work with? Why?

The Ramones were gems. They didn't need makeup, they didn't need wardrobe, their leather jackets travelled in their own road case. All I had to do was line 'em up, nobody in front, no smiles, just look at the camera. Give 'em some pizza while I set up a new shot and in the end, I could make five different studio setups with different lighting and backgrounds and they would be outta there in 2 hours or less. They like me because I was quick and they hated to do photo shoots.

What’s your creative process like? 

It varied from artist to artist. Biz, we tried to capture his humor and class clown image. Kane, we always tried to depict as Black Caesar in the lap of luxury. Shante, we tried to glamourise her. Kool G. Rap and DJ Polo along with Grand Daddy IU, we tried to give them the ‘gangster’ image, sometimes the gangster fashion look of the 1930s or in some cases, a modern gangster look, as on the cover of “Live and Let Die”, cop-killing ninjas. Without guns...

From the beginning, I always tried to give my hip-hop artists images that would be comprehendible by the massive white youth market in the US. I finally and clearly achieved this goal when I executed the cover of ‘The Diabolical Biz Markie’. We put Biz in a white afro, looking like a mad scientist. The video company turned the white afro into a white powdered wig and

put Biz, as Mozart, playing a clavichord. The song was ‘Just a Friend’ and when one day I heard a white guy humming the melody in a NY deli, I knew that Biz had finally crossed over. It was the video and the white wig that MTV played that got Biz his first gold record.

How would you describe the evolution of your album photography, where did it start and what did it become?

You’ve been dubbed “The King of Hip Hop Photography” after shooting many iconic hip hop covers in the 80s. Do you think you owe that to Cold Chillin’ Records at all?

Ahem…I think it was "The Godfather of Hip-Hop Photography"…better godfather than grandfather…

I think Cold Chillin' "owes" me. I can't think of any other label that had one hand photographing and designing 95% of their packaging. 

Any good Biz Markie stories? 

Marcel Hall aka Biz Markie


Mr. Lenny Fichtelberg of Prism Records called me sometime later, after the shooting with Alphonso Ribiero and asked me if I would photograph another of Prism’s new artists, Biz Markie. Biz was proclaiming himself to be the “Human Beatbox” and his debut single was to be titled “Make the Music with your Mouth, Biz” featuring T.J. Swann.


Although in a staff and salaried position at Island Records, I was allowed to freelance for other record labels. At the first creative meeting with Dee Joseph at the Prism Records office, I was told that Biz wanted to be photographed with a mouthful of little golden plastic musical instruments, guitars, saxophones, trumpets, the sort that one would decorate a Christmas tree with. The day of the shooting, Biz and Swann arrived and Biz was wearing a striped shirt like an American football referee and a black baseball cap.


Remember the cap...


It was still not clear to me that Hip Hop was its own genre of new music. There was so many new musical styles coming out, punk rock from the US, England and France, electronic music from Germany, it seemed to all fall under the umbrella term, “New Wave”. 


When Biz performed his “Human Beatbox” routine for me in the photo studio during the photo session, it sure seemed like something “new” to me.


Was it “New Wave”? 


Could be.


Seemed to me that “New Wave” was a pretty open genre.


TJ Swann, Biz’s sidekick, was also very interesting. While Biz seemed to be the epitome of the “class clown” and could make these really cool sounds with his mouth and throat, TJ was a “real” singer. He had a great falsetto and tenor and could do amazing vocal imitations. I remember that he could perfectly mimic a “young” Michael Jackson and an “older” Michael Jackson.


I was pretty impressed.


When I delivered the shots to Prism and Dee Joseph and I were going over all the photos, I asked Dee if Prism had a designer to do the design layout for this single. 


Dee said, “No.” She said that she would appreciate it if I prepared the graphics for the cover.


Looking over the possible selection of photos and thinking about the design, I had a brainstorm. I called Biz Markie and asked him where did he get his ball cap with the Gothic lettering inscribing his name on the crown of the cap. Biz told me that there were many shops in Times Square where you could have your name, your girlfriend’s name, your dog’s name or any text you liked written on caps or t-shirts with iron-on lettering. 


When I went to Times Square, I found a shop that provided this iron-on service and though there was a limited selection of lettering styles, the shop had the Gothic style that Biz had used on his cap. I purchased enough letters to create the words in Biz’s name and the single’s title, “Make the Music with your Mouth, Biz.


I made high contrast photocopies of all the letters and laid out the letters so they could be used in the design of Biz’s first single. This font based on the Gothic font, Fraktur, was to be used by dozens of other Hip Hop artists in their packaging designs, but more popularly in their tattoos. Years later, when I moved to Cologne, Germany, I was asked why I used “that Nazi font” for the designs of Biz’s first recordings. I was told that Fraktur was a font favored by the Nazis. ...Oh. Really?


Due to budget restrictions imposed by Prism, Biz’s first single cover was black and white, but Prism must have been pleased with the job I did, even though we were soon to have a little bump in the road here in my relationship with Prism.


A short time after completing the Biz single project and submitting a substantial bill, not high, but fair for an independent label, Mr. Fichtelberg called me on the phone and asked, “George, what kind of film do you use for shooting record covers?”


I could immediately see where this was going. “Kool-ass Lenny” was becoming “Tight-ass Lenny”. He wanted to shoot the covers himself to save money.


I told Lenny that it isn’t the film, it is the camera. I shoot my covers with a Hasselblad camera made in Sweden, because LPs are square and the Hasselblad takes a square picture.


“Oh, OK. How much does a Hasselblad cost?” Lenny asked.


“Over $2000 with only one lens.”


“Oh.”


Lenny called me a week later and told me he had another project for me, but that is for a later story.


Biz’s first LP project came up and the original concept for the LP cover was simply a portrait of Biz and his DJ, Cool V. I don’t recall any special details about this particular shoot, except for the last shots of the day. 


Biz had had a custom outfit created by Dapper Dan, the famous “tailor to the stars” of Harlem. Sports figures, pimps and other wealthy characters would have DD tailor-make outfits, either because they were too tall for “off-the-rack clothing” or they just wanted “something different” that no one else wore. In Biz’s case, it was the latter. Biz had a pair of brown leather shorts, with a matching brown leather shirt and ball cap, all emblazoned with the golden logo of Louis Vuitton, originally the maker of famous (and collectible) steamer trunks.


I told Biz that he looked like a walking suitcase.


As almost an afterthought, I decided to photograph Biz in a wilder style, thinking music magazines that needed publicity shots would go for something unusual. I had been experimenting with photographing the reflections of artists in Mylar®, a plastic silver foil made by DuPont. I had stolen this Mylar® technique from a ‘60s photographer, named Ira Cohen, but that is also a story told at another time.


The thing about Mylar® is that if you stretch it very tightly, it makes a perfect mirror, but if you let it drape loosely in folds, it makes a reflection that is melting in random ways, similar to the visions one might have under the influence of LSD. I shot a roll film with 12 shots of Biz’s reflection in the Mylar®, thinking that these “wacky” images would possibly be good for extra publicity shots for the press.


When the films from this shoot were processed, I went to the Prism offices to show them the shots from Biz’s session, I was surprised that Tyrone Williams, Biz’s manager, loved the Mylar® shots. The wacky melting images of Biz’s reflection on the Mylar® foil overpowered the rest of that day’s shooting and Tyrone suggested that we use one of the Mylar® shots on the front cover and a straight portrait of Biz and Cool V on the back.


I asked the printer in California to replace the reflection of my studio light’s umbrella with a yellow color and used the same Fractur font, originally found on Biz’s ball cap and that was my first hip hop album cover design.


You could say that it all was a series of well-planned accidents, as many of my shoots are.


After shooting and designing Biz first single and LP, MC Shan’s first single and an album cover for Big Daddy Kane, Prism signed a production and distribution deal with Warner Bros. Records. Warner’s decided to put one of their own “expert” art directors in charge of designing the packaging for Prism. I was more than a little miffed, but the upside was that now my photography fees and expenses would be part of a major label budget and the photo fees alone would be much more than what I was earning from Prism for the shootings and the designs together.


I shot only one album and single with this “expert”, Kool G. Rap and DJ Polo’s “Road to the Riches”, the “expert” did an adequate job of design, had some good conceptual ideas for photo sets and I was content with the status quo.


This Warner Bros. certified “expert” lasted for only one album on the Prism label. By the time Biz’s second LP was scheduled, Biz’s concept for the album was to have himself and Cool V eating breakfast in a kitchen, Biz would be pouring those same little musical instruments from the first single out of a breakfast cereal box into a bowl.


What got the “expert” from Warner Bros. finally out of the picture, was the fact that on the back of this LP, Biz and Cool V would “drop trou” (pull their pants down) and have the credits printed over the white boxer shorts that they would be wearing. The “expert” art director told Prism that she thought the concept for the back cover was tasteless and she refused to be involved with such a disgusting concept. I was only too happy to again take over the design aspect as well and more than happy to do it “Biz’s way”.


So-o-o, first we had to organize a shooting to get a photo for the cover of the cereal box. The cereal was to be called “Diabolical Crunch”. I had the idea to put Biz on the cover of the box, dressed as a mad scientist, mixing chemicals, wearing a white Afro wig in the vein of Albert Einstein. After shooting The Biz as a “mad chemist”, I designed some lettering and altered a great big box of Kellogg’s® Corn Flakes, covering the box’s original design with Biz’s image. I changed the weight of the cereal box to 10,000 pounds.


Then we scheduled the breakfast shooting for what was to be the front cover, Biz and Cool V eating breakfast, with Biz pouring, again, the same small golden plastic musical instruments out of the cereal box with the Biz’s photo and the logo for Diabolical Crunch on the front of the package.


When I delivered all the film to Prism, which had by now changed the name Prism Records to Cold Chillin’ Records and showed the film to Dee Garner and Biz’s manager, Tyrone, it was clear that the shots that I had taken for the cereal box were way more powerful than the breakfast scenario. Even Biz agreed that we should use the “mad scientist” photo for the front of the LP and the breakfast scene on the back.


What happened next is pretty incredible and made it very clear to me just what I was accomplishing with my work in this new genre of music, Hip Hop.


The video company hired to shoot the requisite video for the LP that was now titled “The Diabolical Biz Markie - The Biz Never Sleeps” saw the design for the LP with the photo of Biz wearing the white Afro wig. They took the white wig concept in another direction and dressed Biz as Mozart wearing a period powdered wig, in 18th century clothing, sitting at a harpsichord, singing “Just a Friend” in a melancholy, bluesy style.


Biz’s LP and video hit the market and one day a few weeks later, I was standing behind a white guy in a NY deli and overheard him humming the melody from “Just a Friend”. 


Damn! Biz had a crossover hit that had penetrated the WHITE youth market and a few months down the road, I got my first gold record for a Hip Hop record. We were also experiencing the impact of the new music videos on the music business in general. It wasn’t radio play that broke Biz’s first big hit; it was MTV.


I remember talking to Biz in the Cold Chillin’ office around this time and asking Biz what was he going to do with all the money from the royalties that “The Biz Never Sleeps” was generating for him. He told me he was going to by a BMW.


“Biz, do you know how to drive?” I asked.


“No.”


“Don’t you think, maybe, that you should by an old Volkswagon and learn to drive first?”


A month later, I asked Biz how his Beemer was.


“Totaled!”


I think Biz always had a chauffeur after that.


With my relationship with Cold Chillin’ and Warner’s solidified, I designed many more singles for Biz, using the extra photos from the LP shootings. By the time we were ready to work on Biz’s third LP, titled “I Need a Haircut”, Biz and I were definitely on the same wavelength when it came to creating his packaging concepts. 


Biz’s idea for “I Need a Haircut” was simple, go to his friend’s barber shop in Brooklyn, have Biz sit in the barber chair getting his hair trimmed by Cool V, dressed as a barber. The twist was that Biz’s nappy hair was so tough that the clippers kept breaking. Biz’s lap would be full of broken electric barber clippers and Cool V had to use a chain saw to cut Biz’s hair. I thought the idea was hysterical. Biz sitting in the barber’s chair with half a dozen broken clippers in his lap and Cool V standing behind him with the chain saw.


Dee Joseph, when informed about the concept for this record cover, said it was a great idea and since she and her husband had recently moved to upstate New York, to the country, she wanted to keep the chainsaw after the shooting. She told me that I would have to buy a new and specific model of a chainsaw, put it in the LP packaging budget and get Warner’s to pay for the saw out of the design and photography budget. 


Great plan. In theory…
The day of the shooting, Biz, Cool V and my production crew went to the Brooklyn neighborhood where Biz had grown up and where the barbershop his friend owned was. I shot many images of Biz in the barber’s chair, in front of and inside several other business establishments in the neighborhood. After we were finished with the day’s photo session inside the barbershop and my crew and I were packing up our props and equipment, I noticed that the chainsaw was missing. I saw Cool V loading it into the trunk of his car.


Walking over to him, I said, “Yo! V! Dee wants that chainsaw and I promised it to her.”


“Well, Dee didn’t pay for it, Warner’s paid for it and I want to keep it.”


Cool V and I got into a tugging match over the chainsaw, until Biz came over and said it was his budget and he was paying “in a way” for the saw and if V wanted it, too bad for Dee.


The guys had gotten wise to how the budgets worked and how to work the budgets.


“Tough shit!” V said, “I want it.”


When I received all the production credits and lyrics for the package from Warner Bros., all the text was formatted to produce the designs for a 12” vinyl LP, a CD with a “long box” and the cassette. I had plenty of great photos to use and as I started working on the text and layout, there was something about the text that was subconsciously bugging me. I didn’t know exactly what was wrong with the text, but I would quickly find out.


Something was about to happen that would change the rules of the whole Hip Hop market.


Normally, the designer lays out the credits in a standard fashion. First comes the song titles and recording times, then comes the producer’s credit, then comes the musicians’ credits, then the writer’s credits. I remember specifying the type and size for “All lyrics by Biz Markie”. Something was wrong here, but I didn’t know exactly what it was.


The album was released and it was in the stores for only one week, when obviously, Gilbert O’Sullivan heard that Biz had covered O’Sullivan’s one hit wonder, “Alone Again Naturally”. O’Sullivan immediately sued Warner’s, Cold Chillin’ and Biz for 80 million dollars! Biz had not sampled anything; he covered O’Sullivan’s song, but didn’t credit O’Sullivan or his publishing company. 


All lyrics by Biz Markie?


Well, not all of them!
Suddenly, a shock wave, actually more of a tsunami, hit the music business. Sampling had been going on since before “Planet Rock” just copied the music from Kraftwerk’s “Trans Europe Express”. The lyrics were changed, but the music was exactly the same. Now, all the labels were quaking in their boots about what had happened to Biz could happen to their artists’ releases that contained sampling of other artists’ music.


The major labels immediately allocated staff whose sole responsibility was to listen to the working tracks of their hip hop artists to ascertain if there were any recognizable sampling contained therein. It quickly became a game for the Hip Hop producers to find obscure beats and melodies that these “censors” working at their label wouldn’t recognize.


Old jazz and R&B records from the Forties and Fifties were suddenly treasures to be gleaned. The thinking was that these label censors wouldn’t, couldn’t possibly recognize whether the new samples were stolen or were original creations.


Biz, Cold Chillin’ and Warner Bros. survived the O’Sullivan lawsuit. I don’t know what the financial arrangements were, but I imagine that O’Sullivan
O’Sullivan earned more from Biz’s “mistake” than he ever earned from the original songs royalties.


Biz’s fourth album was appropriately titled, “All Samples Cleared”, an obvious reference to the previous album. My concept was to put Biz and Cool V in a courtroom with the twist being that Biz would be the judge AND the criminal in the witness dock. Cool V would be the attorney for the defense. After spending a week or so, scouting several courtroom locations around Manhattan, I saw that in not one of the courtrooms was the witness box close enough to the judge’s bench to be used in a practical way for this cover shooting. There was always too much distance between the judge and the criminal/witness. I decided that the best solution was to build a courtroom as a set for the photo shooting. I obtained the expert service of a rock drummer/cabinetmaker, Joe Trump and we built a beautiful court room judge’s bench and witness box set made completely of oak, stained to a dark color. 


Decorating the set with parapher-nalia appropriate to a judge’s bench, Biz was dressed as the judge, Cool V was dressed in a suit as the attorney, I shot the scene with the Hasselblad camera on a tripod so the camera couldn’t move. 


I made a series of shots with Biz as the judge, then a series of shots with Biz as the prisoner in a prison suit of black and white stripes and Cool V holding a piece of paper that was supposed to be a sample clearance. Cool V was offering the clearance paper to the judge as evidence that all the samples on this new release were indeed, cleared.


Adding a little bit of black humor to the sample clearance, if one looks carefully at the front LP cover of “All Samples Cleared”, one might notice at the bottom of the sample clearance paper are large letters. F.G.O’S. Fuck Gilbert O’Sullivan...


Biz was always a gas to work with. At all of our creative meetings, we bounced ideas back and forth until we inevitably wound up with something hysterical or whimsical. Once I got the credits from Warner’s for the single “Let Me Turn You On”. Biz is about the most unsexy guy in the whole Hip Hop community, but I had the idea to take him to a women’s beauty parlor and park him under one of those stationary hair dry-ers that are like a big helmet that goes over your head. Dressing Biz in a pink woman’s housecoat, wearing pink furry slippers and painted nails, Biz got into the character totally. The subsequent shots were incredible. He acted “fey” and went from one great pose to another, producing some of the funniest images of his career of making funny music and funny covers.


There was also the single “What Comes Around Goes Around”, Biz wanted to be photographed on the famous carousel in Central Park. Arrangements were made to rent the carousel during closing time and Biz and I spent a couple of hours, playing on the merry-go-round. Biz often had a child-like sense of humor and was clearly at home, laughing and posing as the carousel spun round and round.


The final project that I worked with Biz on was a single for Warner’s titled “Toilet Stool Rap”. This shoot was the “crème de la crème” of my relationship with Biz. Biz’s first promotional poster that accompanied his first LP was an illustration inspired by the song “Pickin’ Boogers”. In this first promo poster, Biz is sitting in a school bathroom toilet stall, picking his nose, theoretically in private. When I heard that “Toilet Stool Rap” was a title of his next single, I was overjoyed at the chance to actually photograph Biz “on the throne”.


Biz said he wanted to do the shoot at the bathroom in his home in Newark. I had a pair of pajamas made from pink flannel with little teddy bears on it and a matching sleeping hat. I took several rolls of kitchen towel paper, rolled three of these rolls into one huge roll with the final layers being blank music sheets for scoring music in note form, thus creating a giant roll of musical toilet paper.


Gathering my props and equipment together, I drove to Biz’s house. 


Arriving, Biz’s cousin greeted me at the front door; his whole family lived in this large townhouse Biz had purchased with his royalties and advances. I asked the cousin where Biz was and he told me that Biz was in his bedroom upstairs on the phone with Warner’s.


I asked the cousin what bathroom I should set up my lights in and he directed me to a loo on the second floor. I schlepped all my equipment to the second floor bathroom, set up my lights, laid out the props and pajamas, tested the lighting, got everything ready for Biz and then I waited...and waited. After about an hour, Biz had not appeared from his room so I went to knock on his door.


“Whozat?” I heard from inside the bedroom.


“It’s George, Biz. I am here to shoot your cover for Toilet Stool Rap, remember?”
“I don’t wanna do it.”


“Why not?”


“Warner’s won’t give me enough budget for my next video shoot.”


“So what?”


“I’m in a bad mood.”


“Biz, this is your old friend George. I gotta design the single package for Toilet Stool Rap by next Friday and send it to Warner’s. If you don’t do the shoot now, today, I still gotta design the cover without a photo and that would be really dumb.”


“I don’t wanna do it.”


“Biz, I came all the way from Manhattan. I got custom made pajamas, I am all set up in your bathroom, I just need you for five minutes. Come on, Biz. It ain’t about the money. Warner’s will pay me anyway if you cancel, but I have waited over 5 years to do this photo. Come on, Biz. Do it for me...”


He did. I got the ultimate shot of Biz Markie on the “throne”. It is one of my favorite shots of my career. Years later, this same shot was banned from being displayed at the Marriott Hotel in Potzdammer Platz in Berlin. 


Just goes to show where perseverance will get you.


Cold Chillin’ eventually folded, I moved to Cologne, Germany and strangely enough, Biz’s fifth LP, “Weekend Warrior” was contracted by Groove Attack, a label in the same German city where I am now living. I didn’t get to work with Biz on that release, but maybe I will work with Biz again.

Mobb Deep? 


Prodigy and Havoc were 14 years old when I met them at the Island Records office. They were the next generation coming out of Queensbridge, the home of MC Shan and Marley Marl.


I asked them if they had any ideas for their cover photo. They produced a small scyth or sickle that I learned was a Japanese rice cutter. A pretty evil looking little chopper. This was a time when some of the rappers were using weapons as stage devices.


Obviously, guns were out, but baseball bats, chain saws and other non-firing lethal weapons were being used as stage props. I looked at the little chopper and saw that it had Japanese writing on the label and I surmised that it was probably a rice cutter.


I asked Prodigy and Havoc if they had another one like the one they were showing me.


“No.” 


“Well, there are two of you. What are you going to do, share this?”


“No.”


I told them I would try and find another rice cutter. One of my assistants was planning to return home to Japan for a visit and I asked him if he could find me a rice cutter like the one that Prodigy and Havoc had. 


A week later, I got the bad news that a rice cutter wasn’t going to be found in Japan. At least not where my assistant was visiting.


The only other solution was to make two identical rice cutters. I am a pretty handy guy and had recently made a spear for Shelley Thunder. She needed a new spear for her cover and all I could find in Manhattan were antique spears.


So I got some 1/4” thick pieces of aluminum and cut two blades from the metal, then I got two wooden dowels about 1-1/2” in diameter and mounted the blades into the dowels and I had two rice cutters.


Prodigy and Havoc came to my studio on 14th Street in a limosine. Well, they were too young to drive. They came to my office as we were going to do some shots in the stairwell and on the roof.


We shot in the stairwell, with a girl that had a distinctive booty. P & H wanted to feature the booty in this 

picture. 


When I realized that it was raining heavily outside, that put a kabosh on the roof shot for the time being, so I called my mentor, Lane Pederson and asked if his studio was being used at the moment. He said it was not and it was free for the afternoon. 


Perfect.


I went back into my design studio to tell P & H my new plan and found them smoking a big blunt and drinking beer from a “40”. I would have gotten angry at these two 14 year olds, but that wouldn’t have helped the day go any smoother, I would have spanked them, but they had those rice cutters...


I went with P & H in their limo the few blocks to Lane’s studio and started to set up for my first shot on a white background. While I was doing this, my assistants were moving the mountain of broken TVs, fans and other junk that we had been collecting the past few days for one of the shots.


After the shot on the set with the white background, we assemled all the “trash” that we had collected into a big pile in the middle of Lane’s largest studio room.


I had rented a smoke machine to block out the rest of the studio in the background, but one of my assistants told me that the smoke machine wasn’t working.


When I went to inspect the “problem” it was clear that the smoke machine had a leak! It had pee’d all the smoke liquid all over the floor. It was already too late in the day to get an exchange or more liquid smoke.


Hmm.


I found on a storage shelf in Lane’s studio, a large pile of tissue paper used for repacking merchandise after a fashion shooting. I told my assistants to begin wadding up the sheets of paper and putting them into the large pile of junk in the middle of the studio.


Then my assistants started to light the paper. We got our smoke. Along with unplanned flames. I knew I had to shoot quickly as I didn’t want to set off the sprinklers on the ceiling.


All went well, P & H did their part of playing “bad boys” perfectly and made some quite dramatic poses.


Later, we all went back to my studio and now that the rain had stopped, we were able to go on the roof, where now P & H had two girls. 


Shooting P & H sitting on the roof top of the elevator control room with the girls and the Manhattan skyline featuring the Empire State Building, was the image that they chose for their cover of “Juvenile Hell”.


What a great name for the debut album by Prodigy and Havoc.
Run D.M.C.?


I was working at SPIN magazine as the photo editor. I was shooting rock bands at night  in Max’s Kansas City and CBGB’s, taking pictures of my friends partying at Studio 54, Hurrah’s and Xenon. Didn’t get a lot of sleep in those days. 


As the SPIN photo editor, I liked to give assignments to other young photographers after reviewing their portfolios, I would give them an assignment and instructions that would take them a little bit outside their comfort zone.


Many magazines had a “drop off” policy where the photographer would just leave his portfolio with a receptionist and pick up the portfolio a few days later, hoping that the art director had time to really look at it. Some photographers went to great lengths to make a way to see if the portfolio had actually been reviewed. Of course, if you found someone had spilled their coffee on your portfolio, you know that they had at least opened it.


My policy was different. Every Wednesday, I would have photographers come to my office, sit and tell me their stories, discuss their techniques and future plans.


SPIN was published by Bob Guccione, Jr. the eldest son of the Penthouse magazine publisher. Our offices were in the same building and SPIN used the resources of Penthouse.


One day, one of the Penthouse art directors came to me and asked me if I would do a shoot for them. Was this a dream come true? Not really, they wanted me to shoot a Hip Hop group called RunDMC.


Run-DMC was one of the most famous Hip Hop groups of that era. Although they weren’t “first generation” Hip Hop, they and their music was more popular than that of their forebearers. 


One of this group’s biggest hits and one of the songs that was popular across the cultures, was “Walk this Way” originally by Aerosmith. The Run-DMC version of this song was voted the third most popular song of the 20th century.


Penthouse wanted a photo of the group for illustrating a subway poster to advertise the magazine. There was no concept for the shot and I was left on my own to come up with something interesting.


Often my ideas come out of the blue, from God knows where, but I never question that. If someone doesn’t like my first idea, no problem, I got a millionmore ideas and usually they get better and better as each one gets rejected by the artist.


The first “problem” I had with this shooting was that the band had a tight schedule and the only time available was 7:30 AM! 0730!


I have NEVER been a morning person, or at least at that time of the morning. Maybe 1:30 am, when I am in full party mode. I hate to wake up early and was never very good at it.


I set up for the group at Lane Pederson’s studio the night before. Lane was and still is a mentor of mine. He gave me my first apprenticeship and loads of encouragement throughout my career.


The reason I wanted to do this shoot at Lane’s rather than my own small studio, is that on the top of Lane’s studio building, there was a helicopter pad remaining from when the building was built as the original Port Authority of New York building. Shooting on the helicopter pad gave the whole Manhattan skyline as a background.


Run-DMC was known to me for their identical black fedoras. Somehow this led me to the idea of lighting them with three spotlights. I didn’t know that they would show up wearing all black clothes as well, but that was just another one of my endless series of happy accidents.


They actually showed up on time. I introduced myself and reminded them what this shoot was for. I arranged them shoulder to shoulder and had my assistant focus the three spotlights on just their faces. This would let their bodies go completely black against a white background.


I shot about 36 photos of this set up, having them change positions and even did a few shots where there was no front light at all. Many of my successful covers have been silhouettes, “Too Tough To Die” by the Ramones, the back cover of Melissa Etheridge’s first album to name a couple.


As the group only were allowing me 30 minutes, so far I had used up about 5.


I asked them if they would follow me and my assistant and I grabbed some more film, a couple of cameras and went up one flight of stairs to the helicopter pad with Run-DMC in tow.


I shot a couple of more rolls of film in the morning light with the Empire State building in the background and then told them “That’s a wrap”.


The whole shooting was around fifteen minutes from when they walk, not ran into the studio and walked out the door.


This session has been one of my published shoots. Fans of Run-DMC often buy prints from me as fine art.


Probably about 20 years after I did this shooting, Josh Cheuse who was an assistant of mine for a time, called me and asked to see my shots from this session. He was designing a Run-DMC Greatest Hits cd package for Sony.


I like it when my photos have a long life in the popular culture.
Biggie?  

The Notorious Christoper Wallace


The Notorious B.I.G. didn’t exist when I met him, Christopher Wallace did and I suppose Biggy did. You’re probably thinking what is this guy talking about?


Mr. Cee, Big Daddy Kane’s DJ, called me one day and told me he needed a favor.


Uh oh...


Mr. Cee told me that he had produced a single for a young guy from Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn. The single was going to be released on a compilation album that was being sponsored by a New York radio station. WKTU, I think.


Mr. Cee said he needed a photo of this kid for the back of the vinyl package.


Would I go to Bed-Stuy and take a photo.


“Sure, I'll go to Bed-Stuy, if you come with me, no way am I going there with my photo equipment, without a bodyguard”.


You may or may not know it, but Bed-Stuy was probably the roughest neighborhood in the five boroughs.

 
Gang warfare and riots, combined  with a reputation for heavy drug trafficking meant that this neighborhood was pretty much off-limits to me.


Since I had made so many photo sessions and album cover designs for Big Daddy Kane, I felt that I could or should give something back. I told Mr. Cee that I would be happy to do this shoot for free, but he would have to come with me. It had occured to me that losing my cameras was a distinct possibility.


I met Cee in Manhattan and we took the subway to Brooklyn. Evidently, Biggie wanted to be photographed in front of the street signs over “his” corner. Bedford Avenue and Quincy Street.


We arrived safely enough, Cee called Biggie on the phone and a few minutes later, Biggie and his cohort, DJ Fifty Grand, showed up.


I don’t recall Biggie being particularly friendly, but he cooperated with my directions and I focussed on getting shots of him and Fifty Grand with the street signs over their heads.


Biggie had a pretty good scowl, I didn’t know him well enough to think of joking with him and was quite used to being scowled at. The Ramones were good at that.


As this was an extremely low budget, more like a “no budget” shoot, 
I only shot one roll of 36 exposure 35mm B&W film.


I knew that I had the shot that Biggie had asked for, so after only five minutes or so, I said I was finished. Biggie then asked me if I would take a photo of his posse.


Only using about thirty-four of my thirty-six exposures, I looking around, but didn’t see any posse.


I told Biggie that I had a couple of shots left, so “Sure.”


It was like somebody blew a whistle, in thirty seconds, there were about twenty guys surrounding us.


I looked around for a background for 20 guys and saw a freshly painted wall without too much grafitti. I saw the sun was shining on the wall, so that would help the photo.


I asked Biggie and the posse to stand over across the street and indicated where I meant.


As I was getting this posse a bit organized, I had to tell them to stand unusually close together.


“No. Closer still.”


I looked down at my camera to check the settings, then raised the camera to my eye to focus and what did I see?


Biggie was holding an Uzi pointed directly at me. I had no idea where the Uzi came from, I had no idea if the gun was loaded or not, but I always assume that a gun is loaded until I check it personally. 


In my politest voice, I asked Biggie not to point the gun at the camera.


He obliged and I took two shots before I realized the roll of film was finished.


I thanked Biggie for his time and Mr. Cee and I took the subway back to Manhattan.


Mr. Cee chose a photo, I had a print made and that was the end of it.


So I thought. B.I.G. died just a few years later. I think he was 19 when I made this first “professional” photo session of him. Shoulda shot more than one roll, maybe even a color roll.


If I had a crystal ball, maybe even if I had heard a few tracks of his raps, I might have realized just how BIG B.I.G. was going to get.


The photos here in Biggie’s chapter reflect how some people react to being photographed by a stranger who is giving them instructions.


Later I read Biggie had a great sense of humor and could be quite a clown.


He wasn’t clowning around on the day I had him in front of my camera.


R.I.P. B.I.G.
Did you always intend to work in music?

Originally, I wanted to do portraits like Yousef Karsch of Ottawa, Canada. He was famous for his portraits of kings and presidents and in particular one portrait of Winston Churchill during WWII that epitomized the defiance of the English people in the face of severe adversity. I chose to apprentice myself to fashion photographers, as that was a route to being a portrait photographer, but my love of music took me down another path.

Any modern day artists you’d like to work with? 

I would love to make a cover for Madonna. Other than that, I have already worked with my heroes.

What’s the connection between music and art for you?

I never considered myself an artiste, I had a job to do and did it. Art is something one does for one's self. I always worked to make the customer happy, so I could get paid. I don't think artists work like that.

What are your thoughts on the film vs. digital photography debate?

I didn't know that there was a debate. It took sometime before digital images could capture the detail that analog film could. I used to prefer high speed film and the graininess of those films was part of my "style". Today, clients don't want to pay film costs. There are rare occasions when my clients want the "grainy" look and they are happy to pay for the film and processing.

I notice many shooters with digital stop and look at every frame while they are shooting. Back in da daze…with film, you couldn't see the photos until they came back from the lab. So we could only set our shutter speeds and the f-stop and we focussed on the shots. It takes concentration to avoid missing a great moment and one can't do that when one is checking every shot on the display.

What advice would you give a young photographer trying to break through? 

Get a good day job first. Go to concerts in small clubs and shoot the bands that perform there. Try to meet the bands and get them to make photos with you outside or in interesting locations. Allow the bands to use the photos for publicity in magazines and newspapers for free. …in the beginning. Eventually, a band will want to use your photos for a package.

After some time and some success, you might be able to make some money with your photography. In the beginning, it is important that you can show bands your photos of other bands.

If you live in Los Angeles, New York City or London, anywhere there are headquarters of large record companies, you might be able to get some jobs from the labels, but this isn't what it used to be.

The path that I was told to follow in the beginning of my career was to be an assistant for two to five years, shoot testing photographs for young models for free, build up a portfolio, take your portfolio to Milan and try to get shooting jobs for the fashion industry there. Then go back to NYC, London or Paris and try to shoot for fashion magazines there. Then with your tearsheets from Vogue or Glamour, go to department stores and shoot fashion catalogs or do advertising photos for them.

I am glad that I didn't go that way...

I read you knew Andy Warhol pretty well, what did you think of him? 

Andy taught me about deadlines. I used to develop his personal 35mm films and deliver the film and the contact sheets to him. Once I was twenty minutes late with a promised delivery and got a severe tongue lashing that I never forgot…

And not going to lie, I’m a huge fan of Basquiat’s art and tragic story.. I think you might have met him a few times as well?

I ran in the same circles as Jean-Michel, but we never were introduced to each other. I photographed his father several times for a book "Cannibal in Manhattan" by Tama Janowitz.

I am not a fan of naive art. I prefer paintings that show the skill and technique of the painter. I like the way Michaelangelo could load a brush with black and white paint and paint God's beard. He had real skills.

If I can look at a painting and think to myself, "I could do that", I don't like it...

