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In 1996, rapper Jay-Z achieved national fame thanks to an album released by a record label he co-founded with Damon Dash and Kareem “Biggs” Burke: Roc-A-Fella Records.
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Risks and Rewards


Before he became a globally famous entertainer, Shawn “Jay-Z” Carter was just an unsigned New York City rapper looking for a big break. He won some fans by appearing in guest spots on other artists’ recordings and playing at area concerts, but couldn’t attract attention outside New York. Jay-Z sent demo tapes to any record label, large or small, that he thought might sign him. But he kept hearing that his polished, wordplay-oriented sound wasn’t what was currently popular. As Jay-Z hit his mid-twenties, label repre-sentatives even started telling him he was too old to be a breakout star.


Although Jay-Z wasn’t having much luck, he didn’t give up on his goal of rap stardom. He was confident in his ability, and he had valuable help from his manager, Damon “Dame” By 1995, the two decided that if they couldn’t a record label willing to sign Jay-Z, they could create one instead. They knew this was a risky  and expensive endeavor, but it had the potential to be very rewarding: If Jay-Z made an album that sold well, they could keep all the profits.






FAST FACT


A label created to release albums by one specific artist, or small group of artists, is sometimes referred to as a boutique label.





Along with their partner, Kareem “Biggs” Burke, Jay-Z and Dash gave their new label a title that seemed to reflect just how hard they would work for success. The name they chose, Roc-A-Fella Records, references the tycoon John D. Rockefeller, who built a fortune in the oil industry during the 19th century. With Roc-A-Fella Records established, the team got to work on creating and marketing Jay-Z’s debut album, Reasonable Doubt.


SPENDING AND SAVING


Knowing it would be unrealistic to expect to turn a profit right away, Jay-Z, Dash, and Biggs tried not to splurge. They based operations out of Dash’s apartment and sold merchandise out of their cars. Jay-Z earned some money from performing at modest-sized venues, most of which went toward costs of making the album. The team paid for everything in cash; David “Ski Beatz” Willis, one of the album’s pro-ducers, told XXL magazine that he received his earnings in the form of bills stuffed in a backpack. Another producer, Sean Cane of The Hitmen, recalled watching Dash and Jay-Z sort through a shoebox of small bills.


Careful budgeting enabled the founders to absorb some big expenses. Recording at D&D Studios in Manhattan was pricey, but they thought the studio’s great reputation was worth the cost. Hoping to get Jay-Z’s music on MTV, the team shot a music video for his song “In My Lifetime.” The video depicted Jay-Z conducting business in the city, interspersed with scenes that showed him partying on a speedboat in the tropics. Jay-Z, Dash, and Biggs spent $16,000 on the video, between getting a video camera and traveling to the U.S. Virgin Islands. However, they did manage to cut costs by borrowing the boat from a friend. “In My Lifetime” didn’t make the final track listing for Reasonable Doubt, but the team sold it as a stand-alone sin-gle. Eventually, a distribution deal with Priority Records made market-ing the album affordable.




COLLABORATIONS


The fledgling record label might not have had a huge budget, but Jay-Z, Biggs, and Dash still recruited an impressive lineup of guest talent for Reasonable Doubt. Thanks to Jay-Z’s many local shows and Dash’s years of promoting events around New York City, they were friendly with many area musicians and producers willing to work with them for affordable fees. In addition to rising stars like Ski Beatz, Irv Gotti, and DJ Premier, producers included two of Jay-Z’s mentors: disc jockey and record executive Clark Kent, and Big Jaz, an underground MC.


Dance singer Veronica Vazquez was originally scheduled to sing the hook for the Knobody-produced track “Can’t Knock the Hustle,” but when that plan fell through, the Roc-A-Fella team contacted R&B singer Mary J. Blige. Blige had already achieved mainstream popular-ity, so it came as an exciting surprise when she agreed to participate. It wouldn’t be her only Roc-A-Fella appearance.


Another noteworthy partnership was with rapper Notorious B.I.G., also known as Biggie Smalls. Biggie dropped by Jay-Z’s “Dead Presidents” video shoot to wish his former schoolmate luck. At Dash’s suggestion, Biggie and Jay-Z agreed to co-write a track for Reasonable Doubt. However, neither rapper was used to writing on command, and finding inspiration for their lyrics took a little while. Jay-Z and Biggie—who both preferred memorizing their lyrics to writing them down—passed a note-book back and forth for some verses, and worked on other rhymes separately. Their efforts resulted in the song “Brooklyn’s Finest,” a tribute to where they were raised. Clark Kent, who’d previously worked with Biggie as well as Jay-Z, was its producer. Biggie’s untime-ly death in 1997 prevented another recording with Jay-Z, although the two cemented their friendship after working together.
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Grammy Award-winning singer Mary J. Blige contributed vocals to Jay-Z’s song “Can't Knock the Hustle.” It was the third single released from Reasonable Doubt.





Not all Jay-Z’s collaborators were more experienced than he was. Inga Marchand, a fellow up-and-coming rapper from Brooklyn, con-tributed the closing verse to a single with the radio-edited title “Ain’t No Playa.” Just 16 at the time, she released her debut album, Ill Na Na, later that year, under the name Foxy Brown (after the title char-acter of a 1974 crime-thriller movie). Returning the favor, Jay-Z rapped on “I’ll Be,” a song from Ill Na Na. Another Reasonable Doubt song, “Coming of Age,” introduced Memphis Bleek. The newcomer, whose real name is Malik Cox, grew up in the same apartment building as Jay-Z. Despite the nine-year difference in their ages, they’d always been friendly, and Jay-Z was glad to give the younger rapper a shot.
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