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2007


“Have you ever heard of the Wu-Tang Clan?” Well, of course I had. Didn’t explain what the fuck this rather placid-looking Moroccan chap in glasses had to do with them though. Maybe he ran the local fan chapter.


“That’s my crew—I’m part of the extended Clan. Name’s Tarik.”


This dude’s going to try and sell me a villa next. It was just too ludicrous to contemplate. I smiled and nodded indulgently. But there was something about the way he’d dropped it. No big thing—didn’t oversell it, no preening or fluffing of feathers. He was either one seriously left-field motherfucker or a gloriously incompetent bullshit artist. Only time and a Google search would tell. And yet, as the conversation took its flow, something sparked under an African sky.


We had been introduced at a lunch party hosted by the sculptor and author Jimmy Boyle on a crystal-clear day in Marrakech. Despite my suspicions that Tarik might be insane or at least a dangerous fantasist, we were rolling deep within minutes. By sundown, we had set the music world to rights and he still hadn’t had a sip from the vine, while I was about three bottles to the good. A set of supremely ephemeral breakthroughs on a warm spring breeze.


And then what seemed like the most absurd of all the ideas floated.


“I’ve been thinking about a single copy of an album, sold privately,” said my new friend.


“Sounds dangerously elitist,” I replied... even if you could argue that it was an evolutionary adaptation generated by the economic meltdown within music.


The much-heralded democratisation of the digital had, like so many revolutions before it, morphed into a new tyranny. Recorded music was increasingly viewed as worthless, and getting heard was more difficult than ever as the ease of production and digital distribution created a new enemy—saturation. Independents were buckling, development budgets were a distant memory, and perhaps most worrying of all, the perception of music had shifted into something between voracious consumerism and a God-given right.


But commodifying music even further and placing it squarely in the hands of the wealthy? That was a step too far for me.


We said our goodbyes without any exchange of numbers or gushing promises—but it had been an intriguing conversation. Still needed to do that Google search, though.


And there it was... Wu-Tang-affiliated producer and rapper Cilvaringz. Well, fuck me...


2009


There’s nowhere on this earth quite like Marrakech. Cast from the sands of a thousand years, her pockmarked battlements sigh cheerfully through the ravages of time. Labyrinths burrow into shadows of still reflection, pause for a quick cup of tea, and then dance the rhythms of lusty commerce. Tucked behind the veil, shady courtyards envelop themselves in the sweet scent of orange blossom, while out in the thoroughfares, an indulgent chaos reigns by popular acclaim. And away in the distance, the cloud-capped majesty of the Atlas Mountains nods sagely through the ages as horns blast, motorbikes chug in dissonant song, and tribal drums ring out the chant.


Marrakech’s reputation for bohemianism is both thoroughly merited and eloquently contrived—much like bohemianism anywhere. Naturally there was a sense of privilege to anything quite so theatrically self-aware, but the first wave of flamboyant creatives who forged its reputation were gorgeously genuine. Crushed velvet capes and eccentric old aristocrats, barking mad painters and tragic diplomats tripped the oriental fantastic, and before you knew it, Marrakech was a byword for cosmopolitan style, a caravanserai for the international aesthete.


I had been here on and off now for three years. I travelled extensively for projects of all stripes and saw Marrakech as something of a refuge from my own mischief. I behaved here, nurturing a normal existence rather than staying awake for days on the jagged edge of pressure like I invariably did on a mission. While reveling in the town’s joyous innocence, I clung to the contemplative life, preferring to wake at dawn to get some work done in a cloistered silence, but as a result, I had acquired hermit status in the social calendar. My long-suffering wife was less than impressed, especially when photos of me clearly having the time of my life kept popping up to document the jobs I’d been on, so when she suggested we engage in some vaguely meaningful way with Marrakech’s impending art biennale, I felt I was a “fuck that” away from divorce.


The Marrakech Biennale’s remit seemed to be assembling a mix of local and international art in a series of locations around the city, from crumbling palaces to exclusive boutique hotels. The opening cocktail party offered little hope for a visceral cultural experience; it felt like someone had satirised an artsy circle jerk in Chelsea, transplanted it to a palm-strewn rooftop, and used the local populace as an abstract string to a bullshit bow. But that wasn’t a fair impression of the event as a whole, and as the days unfolded, we attended a range of exhibitions, installations, and talks, many of which were undoubtedly positive for the city’s cultural life. There was perhaps more talk than evidence of cross-cultural engagement, and despite there being Moroccan art for Western collectors and Western art for Moroccan collectors, it did at times feel that there was largely fuck-all for the average Moroccan bar a couple of headline street pieces. It was one of those things that started off with the best of intentions but accidentally ended up elitist because it just couldn’t stem its own tide.


Having been to a series of talks by Moroccan authors and film-makers, I found myself trudging toward the Bahia Palace, one of the major exhibition centres, with my good mate Nick, and as we approached the entrance, who should we bump into? Yep—you guessed it. Cilvaringz and his wife, Clare.


We were delighted to see one another despite having made absolutely no effort in the intervening three years to get together for a drink or something, like normal people would. But the kind of connections that feel totally natural after three years and one intense conversation are far more valuable than vats of synthetic small talk, and I knew instantly that whether the art was transcendental or reminiscent of a 1970s novelty store, we were going to have some fun.


Cilvaringz was on the board of the Biennale, and as we strolled around the palace, he grew increasingly frustrated at the kind of money that had gone into the more forgettable exhibits. From buckets to paper planes to a couple of old bed frames, it threw up an instant mirror to the increasingly tortured state of music.


Grabbing a coffee afterward, we settled in for a postmortem. It wasn’t that we were buying into the inverted snobbery of needing art to be figurative or the old “my six-year-old could do better” chestnut. Testing boundaries and the kaleidoscope of perception was what contemporary art was all about—be it a monochrome canvas or a pile of industrial rubble. But the line between high concept and complete bollocks was fraying, and this wasn’t saying anything new. It was just really, really—mediocre.


And while buckets were selling for five figures, an ever-diminishing pool of people was prepared to pay for music. For albums that take years to make and have every ounce of a musician’s heart and soul in them.


What was it that gave someone the barefaced balls to sell paper planes for thousands, while a new song gets ninety-nine cents at best and more likely gets torn out of the torrentsphere?


The ninety-nine-cent price tag was about volume, of course. The music industry model was always based on two main foundations—mass production and egalitarianism. An artist sells one original piece, or limited-edition prints, but a musician can sell millions of units. All of them are affordable, and outside of rare editions, everyone has a shot at buying them with no-one paying more or less than anyone else.


But that was the architecture of the predigital world. A world in which people would grow increasingly excited as an album release date approached; where they rushed down to the record store and queued alongside others they shared a community with. And then glided home on a high, lovingly unwrapped their album, read the sleeve notes, listened for months, soundtracked highs and lows, vibrant peaks and calamitous troughs, and then mounted it on a shelf as an expression of identity. In other words, they treated it like art.


There was a pilgrimage to the acquisition of new music—even if it was two blocks away at Tower Records. And the emotional and financial investment people poured into music was relative to their experience of it, at least in some way. Tragically, in a weird evolutionary flaw, the less effort people have to make for something, the less they value it. And while that investment doesn’t have to be economic—if you run twenty miles for an album, or do a hundred push-ups for a single, that’s still you infusing an end product with a sacrifice. In the modern age, that sacrifice is almost always represented by money, so does placing economic value on something directly affect how we experience it? That’s a very uncomfortable question.


Cilvaringz was getting increasingly animated. The table was taking the brunt of it. “People don’t see music as art anymore. They don’t see it as something valuable. That has to change, and right now—I might just be working on a project with RZA that I hope will start a real debate.”


I really liked this guy. Fucking switched on, and a great energy. I looked forward to our next meeting. Still didn’t swap numbers, though.


2013


Tranquility shattered as the phone yelped into life. Fumbling around blindly, I smacked it into the bedside table a couple of times for good measure and peered through the mists at the name. Mr. S... Well, who else would be calling me at 3 a.m.? By this time tomorrow I’d either be halfway to the Arctic Circle, taking a crash course in cryptocurrency, hiring a team of archaeologists, or something similarly fucking random. This was as close to a Batphone ringing as I got—if Mr. S was calling me, then some kind of drama was imminent.


My qualifications are, shall we say, abstract. My role in so many of the creative projects I’d been involved with over the years had been subsidised by my work as a consultant to some of Mr. S’s more unconventional investments. Doing a spot of consultancy for the bizarre on the side had been a real blessing in allowing me to follow my heart through sound systems, warehouse raves across Europe, giant immersive experiences, and passion projects in their infancy. Much as I fancied myself as a Mr. Wolf for the nonhomicidal, the reality was far more mundane—if it was fucking ridiculous and no-one else on Mr. S’s rather conservative team would touch it, I’d get a call. We had an understanding, though—an unspoken respect based on raw instinct.


“Cyrus,” he said, with something vaguely approaching cheeriness. Sort of like a kindly but extremely demanding uncle.


“Morning, boss—hope you and the family are well.”


“Tip-top,” he replied, in that curiously anachronistic vernacular that always made me crack a smile.


He briefed me on a groundbreaking musical project he’d funded and asked if I would be willing to act as an advisor. He didn’t fuck around, so if it had piqued both his interest and his checkbook it was almost certainly going to be an intriguing mission. There were two people I’d be directly liaising with if they approved my place on the board—a Mr. Robert Diggs and a Mr. Tarik Azzougarh, neither of whom I’d ever heard of.


And then he casually mentioned the Wu-Tang Clan and everything sharpened into vivid focus. It couldn’t be... but then how many Tariks could there possibly be in the Wu-Tang eco-system?


Robert Diggs, though. Who the fuck was that? Information was but a quantum second away, and suddenly there it was. The RZA.


“Roger that,” I replied. Ten-four.




[image: Illustration]


I needed to know who and what I was dealing with. Grabbing the Internet by the scruff of the neck, I pored over Wu-Tang history, interviews, music, and lyrics until I had a relatively solid picture of Clan dynamics and a feel for RZA, the de facto leader and producer. I was fascinated by the Clan’s interplay as a whole, from explosive positivity to edgy discord, but knowing that I would be working primarily with Cilvaringz and RZA, I needed to get a handle on what kind of people they might be and how their histories would inform where we went from here.


The story of the Wu-Tang Clan has been extensively documented elsewhere, and I won’t retell it in these pages. But the question of how Cilvaringz ended up producing this record and indeed how the fuck he had managed to make it from provincial Holland to Shaolin is one that needs resolving.


It was quite the tale. Somewhere between a mythological quest and a remix of the American dream.


It all began in archetypal style... on a basketball court. It was 1993 and the concrete was running hot with hip-hop fire. Jostling for the freshest cuts to throw down while playing, Tarik “Cilvaringz” Azzougarh and his friends were sending up the jumps on a freestyle spin as they brought the latest beats courtside. On a sunny morning in Tilburg, Netherlands, one of his pals swaggered onto the court juggling a cassette tape in his hands, and by the toothy grin on his face, he either had some seriously dope beats on the chrome or some cutting-edge audio porn. Turned out it was neither. He was brandishing his demo.


Cilvaringz and the others rocked back in respect. This motherfucker had just flicked the switch from passive to active. He had dared to take that first step, and in doing so, cracked open all of their imaginations. The hunt was on for some instrumentals to lay down on, a microphone and a tape deck to record with as the inspiration started to flow. It was a real team effort, too, no battles or bullshit ego competition, just a group of friends bouncing vibes and ideas, swapping beats and pushing each other further, every last man whooping up his brother’s rhymes.


Dre had dropped The Chronic, Snoop was rolling out the G Funk flavours, but for Cilvaringz, the pantheon was dominated by a phalanx of ruckus-inciting, neck-protecting, sword-swinging, chess-playing, temple-dwelling, badass motherfuckers called the Wu-Tang Clan. There wasn’t all that much you could do to rep the movement in the heartland of Holland except become the most dedicated fan you could be, and Cilvaringz set about the mission with steely aplomb, all the while tightening up the tides on the mic.


In 1997, just as Cilvaringz and his friends were preparing a trip to New York, a thought slid into his consciousness and began to take root. Before long, that initial thought had hoisted a flag, got some supplies in, and pretty much annexed his entire focus. Would the Clan take him on? Maybe not at parity, but on a label, as an affiliate—part of the Wu family. The prospect was almost too tantalising to bear.


He instantly banished the idea as ridiculous, a pipe dream with some angel dust stuffed into the bowl—there was no fucking way. But ridiculous was a far cry from impossible, and his stubborn determination, quick-fire intellect, and unbridled passion all hunkered down into a team huddle for a motivational talk from the id. The superego was benched, the id got a line on some steroids, and the die was cast. If Shaolin disciples could make pilgrimages to the eternal heights of Song Mountain in China to fall prostrate in the Hall of Heavenly Kings, then he could damn well track down the Hall of Heavenly Beats somewhere in the tristate area.


With optimism and self-belief flooding through his veins, Cilvaringz stepped off at JFK and rode the arteries into the city’s beating heart. Possibility ricocheted through his synapses as he rounded Forty-second Street and stepped into the Times Square arena... where suddenly, the music died. The needle came flying off the string-heavy soundtrack and the epic build tumbled into the abyss. He was surrounded by the neon shadows of his dream.


The Wu were huge. In ’97, they were Grammy nominated; they’d smashed the living fuck out of every album they’d done; they’d redefined fashions, record deals, slang, and music in a searing ash of uncontrollable energy. Four years after their first album, Enter the Wu-Tang (36 Chambers), had set the charges, they were one of the biggest groups in the world. But it was one thing to know that intellectually, entirely another to see it mounted in glorious Technicolor.


Times Square was awash with the Wu. The new album, Wu-Tang Forever, was getting ready to strike, and everywhere Cilvaringz looked, there were twenty-foot banners and digital screens seeming almost to mock his enthusiasm. Everywhere he went that trip, the W followed him, but not in a “signs to your destiny” kind of way—no, it was more of a “get your dreams in check” whiplash to the heart. Billboards, newsstands, Virgin Megastore displays, you name it, the Wu were ruling it, and with every new W, the dream faded further into the never.


Show me a decent myth or a solid American dream and I’ll show you the second-act moment of despair. That plunge into the cauldron of overwhelming odds when our hero is beaten into submission and he is a blade’s width from surrender. Just don’t ever forget the third act.


Limping back to Holland carrying a suitcase stuffed with clothes and vinyl, Cilvaringz was dusting his self-belief off within minutes of being back on the court. Basketball kept things on a meditative track, and the dream began to rise slowly back from the ashes. The Clan had announced an Amsterdam show in May, and as he snapped up his ticket, he wondered if he might find fresh inspiration amid the strobes.


Dedication didn’t come comfy, and as the day of the Amsterdam gig dawned, Cilvaringz and his crew were in line braving the cruel joke of the Dutch summer as the wind howled and the rains slammed down from the sky. Piling into the venue when the doors opened, they steamed down the middle of the hall, pushing as close to the front as they possibly could. It was an epic show—three hours of high-octane mayhem, and even then, the Clan weren’t done. The legacy they’d leave wouldn’t be through performance alone... Inspiration. Generation. Foundation.


With the crowd going nuts and a deafening roar for the encore, the Clan announced a freestyle session for local talent. Surely this was Cilvaringz’s moment. He froze. This was some serious deep-end shit—a million miles from a studio audition. This was a sweat-soaked roller coaster through a packed hall of thousands yelling their throats dry. His body seized up—trapped in slow motion, before fate and family both took a hand.


His cousin stuck a knee square into his back and gave Cilvaringz an almighty shove toward the stage. Elbows flew in disgust as this kid came bulldozing through. Every last guy there fancied himself a rapper, so the second the freestyle was announced, the crush was on. But his cousin kept the pedal to the metal and forced Cilvaringz through the cracks until the lip of the stage was within touching distance. Glancing down, Method Man and Ol’ Dirty Bastard clocked this kid seemingly smacking all comers out of the way, as the stumble from his cousin’s push was mistaken for kick-ass confidence. Well, THAT motherfucker looked like he meant business. And he looked kinda comical, too. They hauled him up onstage without a second’s hesitation, and there he was... onstage with the Wu-Tang Clan and a microphone thrust into his hand. No time to think, no time to question, no time to process. Silence... a spinback... and GO.


It was a flow best described as panicked, but it had potential. The crowd went with it, which was the first battle won, and as he shot glances to either side, Method Man and Ol’ Dirty continued to flank him, feeling the vibes and backing his play. As if by alchemy, the terror had dissolved into a euphoric skydive. Confident enough to move from the spot he’d been rooted to since being elevated, he got his kinetic on and looked around to see how the Clan were reacting. RZA was surveying things from a strategic position by the decks, and Cilvaringz noticed a wink and an interested look shoot back between RZA and Ol’ Dirty. Dirty was loving it—this was some real community outreach shit.


Cilvaringz didn’t find out until years later, but the knowing smiles between the Clan had less to do with his magnetic rap talent than the sheer comedic spectacle of what they were witnessing. Here was this total nerd in glasses, a retro haircut that even the seventies didn’t want back, clad head to toe in baggy hip-hop threads and rapping his heart out. It was hilarious. Not in a mocking way—in a really warm way. RZA immediately drew a parallel to Clark Kent: all spectacles and buttoned-down exterior, but give the boy a mic and see the lion roar.


He finished to a cheering crowd, and as he drank in a round of hearty backslaps from all the members, RZA pulled him aside. “Listen, kid...”


It was short but oh, so sweet. RZA had liked what he’d seen. He was in the process of starting an international Wu roster of new artists, and off the back of that performance, he wanted Cilvaringz involved.


A golden glow of triumph, redemption, and destiny washed across Cilvaringz. This was it. He’d done it. Victory was his. This was his break, his life-changing moment. And then, before he could seal the deal with some contact information, the stage erupted in a gigantic clusterfuck.


Ol’ Dirty Bastard was the architect of both Cilvaringz’s lightning ascendancy and his equally dazzling fall from grace. He was a red-blooded international megastar, and having switched his gaze from the kid onstage to a luxuriously inviting pair of breasts, he began wrapping his hands round the magnificent orbs bouncing before him. The young lady took the compliment in the spirit it was intended, but her boyfriend didn’t see matters in quite the same freewheeling way. Wu or no Wu—get your fucking paws off my girl, motherfucker. A punch was thrown, a crew materialised behind the spurned lover, and before Cilvaringz could say “Yes Please,” a massive fight careered across the stage and security guards started dropping from the rafters. The Clan were bundled off stage while all nonmembers, including the newly minted Wu affiliate, were tossed ignominiously back into the melee below.


So close... so fucking close. The words “Fuck yeah” frozen on his lips. Frozen forever, it seemed.


Well, at least he had some bragging rights to show for it, and like any other sane individual, he milked the story to fuck. He could dine out on that for years, but while it would always remain a great story, it was consigned to the “also-rans” of the nearly department. Weeks passed, and as a comedown set in, his restless mind was dominated by what might have been. There was only one thing for it. He’d go find RZA.


So where do you start looking for the Abbot of the Wu-Tang Clan? Well, he narrowed things down to New York, trimming the size of the haystack to a mere ten million people, and as soon as he could, he booked a flight to Gotham. And then another. And another five after that.


Penniless and operating out of the Vanderbilt YMCA, Cilvaringz began pinpointing strategic sites on the battle field. And the first fortress he turned his sights on was Wu Wear in Staten Island, the apparel store for the discerning badass. It was a long shot at best; the chances of anyone integral to the group hanging out by the fitting rooms were slim, but it was a start. A rather disappointing start, as it turned out. Met by an avalanche of blank stares and eventually a security guard, Cilvaringz beat a tactical retreat back out to the sidewalk. And as he raised his eyes and glanced across the road, another W appeared like a vision of the angels. And what was this Shangri-la of salvation? It was Wu Nails. Yep, you heard. The Wu-Tang nail salon.


The mere fact that there was a nail salon out there rocking the W did rather emphasise just how big the Clan had become. This was the same period where the name was so all-encompassing that RZA had been approached by developers to open a Wu-Tang theme park in Florida. It might be a nail salon, but it was a Wu nail salon and that was a fucking start, so Cilvaringz crossed the road to do some professional loitering. It was always going to be slightly awkward, what with him not really looking like he was in the market for a manicure, so he just kind of embedded himself outside on hope’s paving stone. The ladies inside were mystified. I mean, they’d met their fair share of weirdos, but this was right up there. Did they have a pervert on their hands or what?


He screwed his courage to the sticking point, pulled himself together, and strode in. There were sharp intakes of breath and some kissing of teeth, and three of the manicurists blocked his way. “Can we help you?” they inquired skeptically.


Cilvaringz launched into his story, describing the events in Holland and laying his cards on the table. He had a package that he needed to get to RZA somehow—his demos, his lyrics, and a series of heartfelt letters, pitched to actually arrest RZA’s attention and not just gush like a superfan. As he finished his tale of woe and suicidal optimism, two ladies emerged from the shadows trying desperately to stifle a giggle.


It was RZA’s mother and sister. And their faces radiated sympathy. They took the package off Cilvaringz’s hands and promised they’d get it to Bobby (RZA’s real name). They wished him luck, honoured his persistence, and sent him on his way with a spring in his step and their phone numbers in his pocket.


RZA’s sister Sophia was incredibly kind, and Cilvaringz rapidly became something of a pet project. She and RZA’s uncle Vince, who Cilvaringz had also managed to track down, were both surprisingly understanding—which just goes to show how the right energy can infuse even the most suspect situations. For whatever reason, he had made an impression and the goodwill was strong, so between the two of them, they flagged up certain events RZA might be at so Cilvaringz could fly over from Holland, occupy the pavement outside them, and do his thing. And yet somehow, RZA continued to elude this increasingly sophisticated manhunt.


On his fifth trip, Cilvaringz finally got his hands on the location of Razor Sharp Records, where RZA had an office. Feeling the hope rising, he installed himself back at the YMCA, put together a fresh presentation package, and set off to 99 University Place. A wonderfully fitting address for a student in search of a teacher. RZA was going to walk past at some point. He HAD to. Unless there was an underground secret entrance or some shit. Fuck it—it was the best lead he had.


On the first day he dug in outside the offices, Cilvaringz met nearly the entire Wu-Tang Clan... except RZA. Laying a copy of his demo on each of them, he settled back in for the long haul with just one demo banked in his pocket. But as they left, who should come strolling past... no, not RZA, but his sister Sophia.


Exchanging some doorstep pleasantries and affectionately intrigued by what fresh level of psychosis Cilvaringz had now reached, she cut straight to the chase. She hadn’t found any dead squirrels outside her house with lyrics pinned to them, so maybe he wasn’t actually dangerous. Breaking into a smile, she invited him upstairs.


The floor was bustling with activity, not least a delegation from Quentin Tarantino who had come to discuss the music for Kill Bill. Everyone seemed to have a place and a purpose, but Cilvaringz was entering under royal protection. His saviour strode over to the tape deck, put in Cilvaringz’s demo, and cranked it as loud as it would go to gauge the reactions of everyone there while Ringz scanned a wall decorated with a thousand different phone numbers. Surely one had to be RZA’s current digits.


Just as he finally pinpointed the Abbot’s number and was sidling over with a pen, Sophia began whipping up the assembled throng. Shit—if ever a priceless piece of PR was done, she was killing it.


“Who dis?” people began to ask. “’S’all right,” they began to say. “Yo, this is dope.” Whether they were just being polite to RZA’s sister or for real, Cilvaringz was past caring. This was some proper movie shit already. The phone rang and Cilvaringz’s first instinct was bitter disappointment as the volume was scythed down and it looked like his fifteen seconds might be over.


It was Ghostface Killah. And he was calling from jail. He probably wanted to shoot the breeze with his homies and see how things were lining up for his release, but he barely got started before Cilvaringz’s fairy godmother took control and played his demo into the phone. And despite it hijacking precious prison phone minutes, Ghost was digging it.


Step back. Who was to say Tarantino wasn’t directing this very scene? After everything he’d been through, Cilvaringz was watching his demo being played over the phone to one of the biggest rappers in the world, who was listening to it from jail and stamping it with his seal of approval. Fuck knows what Ghost had really made of the whole thing, he’d been bum-rushed in no uncertain terms, but if someone at his level was prepared to go with it, then that was already enough. It was a wonderfully surreal moment of catharsis.


The second he hung up, Sophia hammered the keys on the dial pad. Someone answered. “Yo, Bobby—you gotta get down here. That guy who’s been sending you all those demos and letters and lyrics and shit? He’s here at Razor, everyone’s loving his demo, Ghost—everyone, and you need to be here right now.”


She rang off. “RZA’s on his way.”


The minutes scratched by in agony. This was it. This was what it had all been about. The Abbot had granted him an audience and he was on his way.


At long last, the mercurial figure of the RZA swept in. “Peace.” He didn’t break stride until he was in his office and the door had swung shut. Seconds later, the sub-bass on Cilvaringz’s demo could be heard rattling the walls. He must have listened to about half of it before the door opened once more and the Abbot beckoned the journeyman in. Ahead of Tarantino’s people and everything. Was this all a cruel dream?


RZA sat there in silence with his fingertips together. You could cut the atmosphere with a dagger. The silence continued. Cilvaringz began to shift nervously in his seat. After what seemed like a couple of centuries, RZA finally spoke.


“I’ve got all your demos and your letters, and here it is. I don’t think you’re that great a rapper just yet, but under the guidance of the Wu-Tang Generals I think we may have something. I’m going to assign you to the label just because your motivation and determination shines through. Here’s my phone number and my address—come over to the house later and we’ll talk.”


The temple door had swung ajar.
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“Walk around New York and write what you see. Write what you hear. Write what you feel. And then let’s talk some more.”


Cilvaringz hadn’t been sure what to expect. In fact, now that he thought about it, he hadn’t actually given any focus whatsoever to what might happen after he finally met RZA. For months, the one and only goal had been to track him down, and now that he had swept triumphantly over the finish line, his eyes were adjusting to the terrain. It was like having climbed the highest mountain imaginable, then breaking through the clouds to see a whole new range of peaks.


He had, of course, spent weeks walking around New York already, though with every sense revolving around that one mission. Now the challenge would be to immerse himself back into the mayhem with an empty mind. He put in a few days of disjointed observation, then reluctantly remembered that he had unfinished business back in Holland.


He was nearing the end of his degree in entertainment law, and with only a matter of months to go until graduation, he struggled over whether to ride the wave for all he was worth or go back, finish what he had started, and then rejoin the path. Every last person he knew thought he was fucking insane to return to provincial Holland from the gates of Shaolin. Every last person, that is, except RZA, who respected that steely sense of responsibility in the face of a shimmering dream. Who the hell hunts down the Wu over continents and then says, actually, can you hang on a bit—I need to go and finish college? But it demonstrated a solid head and a grasp of the big picture, and if anything, it cemented his place in RZA’s mind as he took his leave.


On May 26, 1999, two years to the day since ODB had pulled him up onstage in Amsterdam, Cilvaringz walked tentatively up to the door of the Wu Villa in Paris and rang the bell. Paris was the temporary hub for RZA’s international operations and HQ for the new label Cilvaringz had been signed to. He knew he was there to ink a contract, but hadn’t anticipated that within minutes, he and RZA would be in the studio together working on their first collaboration—a track called “Ninja Starz.” It was the opening salvo for the solo album he had just signed for, and with RZA helming production and Cilvaringz rapping, the track swiftly came together to lay a foundation for the journey ahead. There’s nothing like an injection of instant gratification to hit the ground running—it lifts you out of the workmanlike duty to the blank page so many artists feel in the wilderness, and as he left to write the rest of his album, he was rushing on a high.


For the next few years, as he built, tweaked, tore down, and rebuilt his solo album, Cilvaringz drew all his inspiration from the Wu-Tang idea space. The only problem was, that wasn’t his reality. His touchstones were largely derivative, drawing on a shiny but ultimately shallow array of swords, guillotines, darts, temples, and mystical-sounding kung fu shit. When RZA had said to him on that first day, go out and write what you see, he had been trying to encourage Cilvaringz to find his own voice, his own mirror to the inner and outer worlds. But as a young Wu fan signed to a Wu label, Cilvaringz saw his job as adding another harmony to an existing philosophy.


How many rock bands copied the Stones or Aerosmith before they found their own sound? How many acoustic folk bands started off with Dylan covers before their own identity matured? And Cilvaringz began in exactly the same bubble, using slang out of context, harnessing the imagery but not the meaning, and basically trying to out Wu-Tang the Clan in a bid for acceptance and a desire to make the grade.


But while his music hadn’t yet started to sing in key, Cilvaringz was a shrewd motherfucker. That course in entertainment law hadn’t been some teenage “I don’t know what to do with my life so I’ll go to college till I figure it out” cliché. Born to a Moroccan immigrant family, the values instilled in him at an early age had generated a sense of personal responsibility, hard work, and self-reliance, and those guiding principles had been embedded deep enough for him to know he needed a practical trade as well as a dream. If his unlikely ascent to the heights of the rap game was an outside shot at best, then he would lay the foundation for a livelihood elsewhere within the industry. Graduating that summer, he had one last major project before he was free to shoot the moon, safe in the knowledge that he hadn’t burned any bridges. That graduation project was wonderfully amorphous; it could involve anything that fell under the reassuringly broad umbrella of entertainment law. So what—an internship being bitched good and proper in a law firm, making tea for Z-list celebrities and kowtowing to a budget Ari Gold? Fuck that. Let’s book a world tour for RZA.


You could see how this made all kinds of sense from Cilvaringz’s perspective. It was two fat juicy birds with one slab of concrete. He would get extraordinary experience at the sharp end of the industry, learn the ropes for real, meet promoters, lawyers, venue owners, label executives, A&R men, unattainable women, rappers, and movie stars—all the while seeing the world in style alongside RZA. It also set him apart from the other, perhaps more talented rappers that RZA brought up through the ranks, as he was offering more than just rhymes—he was proving himself multi-faceted and capable across a broader spectrum. It was an incredible opportunity.


The really astonishing thing was that RZA agreed. He was actually going to let this kid run his world tour. Either the character of Bobby Digital was running rampant across the RZA’s better judgment, or he really saw something in Cilvaringz, enough to gamble his own tour on—not just a flimsy recording contract and a few days of studio production. It was a signal honour, a mark of faith, and a show of respect.


RZA’s dictatorship of the Clan had ended a couple of years previously, and while nothing would ever change the family bonds, he was enjoying his own liberation. He no longer took the responsibility for it all on his shoulders, and the Bobby Digital persona symbolised his own break for freedom. To take on a whole new alter ego and actually live it day by day instead of only when the cameras were rolling spoke volumes about his reaction to those high-pressure, high-intensity years. It wasn’t even enough to go solo—he needed to experience life through a whole different set of eyes, a new prism of perception channeled through new mediums of expression.


And part of that was being answerable only to himself. If he wanted someone no-one had ever heard of to run his tour, then fuck it—that’s what was gonna happen. And when Cilvaringz put himself forward as the opening act, RZA took one look at the work he was putting in at the coalface and how he was progressing in the studio... and agreed. So hold up: Cilvaringz had gone from a wing and a prayer to tour agent, tour manager, AND opening act... Maybe God didn’t play dice, but destiny was clearing out the casino.


One hundred sixty-three cities in fifty-six countries. Bit overboard for a graduation project, don’t you think?


The pace was punishing. Between the travelling, the back-to-back performances, the endless headfuck as deals changed, promoters fell through, venues collapsed, hotels lost bookings, and money zigzagged across continents, Cilvaringz almost forgot to take it all in and enjoy himself. These are the moments in life where you need to stop, look around, and pay homage to the fact that you’re in Hong Kong playing a sold-out show with your illustrious mentor and not working nine to five in a creased suit somewhere in Holland. But he had put himself under so much pressure that the days, the time zones, and the memories flew by without a moment of clarity—there was just way too much to do.


Somewhere along a very blurry ride, the two of them were sitting in a Stuttgart flat when the subject of Egypt cropped up. Neither of them had ever been, it wasn’t featured on the first stretch of the tour schedule, and both had it on the bucket list. Nothing much came of it beyond RZA asking Cilvaringz whether he’d like to come with him if he ever went. Within minutes, the subject melted away into something altogether more practical, and it seemed but a tiny footnote to the years spent on tour together. That is, until 2004, when Cilvaringz’s phone rang and RZA said, “Pack a bag. We’re going to Egypt.”
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