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talking about your creative process 
can feel like you’re giving up secrets, shorting 
out your persona, or simply being crude about 
a beautiful thing (i.e. music). Which is to say, 
many thanks to the artists and engineers who 
endured these interrogations. This is the last 
Work Flow column. If anything has come out 
of the last 20 or so pieces, it’s not tried-and-
true tips so much as slightly less oblique strate-
gies: what working music people do when they 
feel stuck or limited. Here are a few core ideas 
that our interviewed artists touched on in one 
way or another.

1. Limit yourself to one machine. Even if 
it’s not the best-sounding machine! Artists like 
Derek Miller from Sleigh Bells and Slava both 
start from a single synthesizer workstation to 
get things going. It keeps the focus on mak-
ing a song—not just sounds. The one-machine 
limit forces them to become better critics of 
their own work too. Being excited about your 
work in its rawest state is a good litmus test 
for quality. 

2. Play it the wrong way. Experimental 
artist Noah Kardos-Fein from YVETTE is a 
monstrous example of this—instead of play-
ing guitar through effects pedals, what if you 
played the pedals themselves? For booker Ric 
Leichtung, the same idea applies to perfor-
mance spaces: how can a technically “bad” 
sounding room make the music experience 
more exciting?

3. Try taking the long road. Little imperfec-
tions can accumulate in meaningful ways—
make your music sound weird and wonky and 
human. Avoiding Ableton means that Ital’s 
Daniel Martin-McCormick assembles drum 
hits and vocals samples one-by-one in Audac-
ity. For Daren Ho, founder of synth shop Con-
trol, modular synthesizers force you to under-
stand the fundamentals of sound creation, so 
that you have a better sense of the possibilities 
for manipulating them. 

4. Separate cause from effect. Technol-
ogy helps us exploit the space between the 
performance of music and the sound of that 
performance. Producer Joel Ford used MIDI 
to record live improvisations for the Autre 
Ne Veut record, then mapped new sounds 
onto the data afterward. Red Bull Music  
Academy participant Leo Aldrey used Max/
MSP to make Tonal Pizza, an entirely new in-
terface that breaks free from the typical and 
immediate one-to-one relationship of musical 
instruments.

5. Submit. Let the accidents surprise you. 
“Sometimes the more control you try to ex-
ert over something is the thing that’s taking 
you the farthest away,” says G. Lucas Crane 
of Casper Electronics. “You can’t see the box 
you’re putting yourself in.”

 !NICK SYLVESTER
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rap was born in the South Bronx, then found com-
mercial success in recording spaces like John King’s 
Chung King Studios. Originally dubbed Chung King’s 
House of Metal by Rick Rubin, King initially opened 
on Centre Street, above an old Chinese restaurant; 
the cramped space hosted a variety of rock and punk 
acts before King solidified a partnership with Rubin, 
Russell Simmons, and the Def Jam roster. The tim-
ing was perfect: artists like Public Enemy, the Beastie 
Boys, Run-DMC and LL Cool J were making waves, and 
King helped amplify those waves into a titanic cultural 
movement. 

The little space quickly outgrew its confines, so in the 
mid-’90s, King recruited Frank Comentale, an engineer 
and all-around sound maven, to design and build a new 
10,000-square-foot facility at 170 Varick Street. Comen-
tale cut his teeth designing rooms at the now-defunct 
Hit Factory studios, and that prototype influenced his 
work at Chung King where he “built out a whole floor. 
They were some of the best rooms I’ve done,” he says. “At 
the time really state-of-the-art.”

When Comentale first started in the business 45 
years ago, everything was analog—in other words, size 
really did matter. “At first everyone did eight-track 
[recordings], then it was 16, then 24, 48, 56, 78... The 
equipment just kept getting bigger.” Larger and larger 
rooms were required to hold everything, especially the 
massive consoles. But then digital technology changed 
everything: “In the late ’90s, when people started doing 
pre-production at home on their computers, the big stu-
dios couldn’t carry their [costs].” Chung King took an-
other hit in 2001 since it was located near Ground Zero 
and had to close for a time following 9/11. According to 
Comentale, the studio never fully recovered financially, 
and the space shuttered in early 2010.

After a couple of years, John King opened a new 
space in the old Skyline Recording Studios. Comentale 
went on to design rooms for some of the biggest names 
in the biz (Wyclef Jean, Diddy, Alicia Keys). Coinciden-
tally, he also designed Red Bull Music Academy’s own 
console room, where the Academy has hosted its New 
York 2013 participants.   !ADRIENNE DAY

CHUNG KING 
STUDIOS

n e w  y o r k  h a r d c o r e ,  t h e  sped-up, 
ideological hybrid of punk and metal that 
emerged in the early ’80s, has many factions 
and one overarching symbol of solidarity: the 
letter X with the initials N-Y and H-C written 
through it. That tribal mark not only brands 
the local scene but has also spawned countless 
copycats in cities and ’burbs around the world. 

Club bouncers would write an X on the 
hands of underage kids at shows. By some 
accounts, Ian MacKaye and Jeff Nelson of 
D.C.’s the Teen Idles (and later Minor Threat) 
had gotten their hands X’d at a West Coast 
club and Nelson, a designer, brought the image 
into their artwork. Over time, as they asserted 
a drug-free message as inspired by hardcore 
heroes Bad Brains, the symbol morphed to 
signify straight edge. As Glen Cummings, 
former bassist for NYHC band Ludichrist and 
a designer who has studied the X in depth, 
explains, “It changed from ‘I can’t drink’ to 
‘I won’t drink’ [and as the scene grew more 
violent] to ‘I’ll beat you up if you do.’”

While Cro-Mags, Agnostic Front, and 
Murphy’s Law came to define New York 
hardcore, it was the lesser-known straight-

edge band the Abused’s lead singer Kevin 
Crowley who put the NYHC X on the map. He 
started using it as part of his painstakingly 
drawn flyers for the band’s shows at clubs like 
CBGB and A7 in Alphabet City. As Crowley 
recently told the Noise Creep blog, “I wanted 
to make people remember us [and] I wanted 
our music and the artwork associated with 
the band to be cohesive. The hardcore scene 
was pretty territorial. New York, Boston, 
D.C.—it was almost the way people are with 
sports teams. I was a huge fan of the music 
coming out of those other cities, but NYC was 
my hometown! In a way, the NYHC logo was a 
declaration of our scene, a statement.”

In addition to being a badge of hometown 
pride, the symbol was an easy way for 
unknown bands to communicate, “Hey, 
we’re part of this genre” on their flyers, 
says Cummings. Steven Blush, author and 
filmmaker of American Hardcore, also credits 
the Abused with “taking the X to the next 
level,” noting that “the four letters of NYHC 
brought to the X a perfect symmetry.” Crowley 
says, “The truth is, I never imagined it would 
catch on like it did.”  !SUE APFELBAUM
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TOP 5…
NYC HIP!HOP 

HIGH SCHOOLS

Hip-hop is a lot like high school: insular, 
competitive, cliquey, traumatizing, and exhil-
arating. But just where did your favorite NYC 
rap artists (and their favorite NYC rap art-
ists) actually attend high school (or at least 
cut class on their way to achieving professional 
music notoriety)? Hip-hop authors/TV producers/
list-makers/history majors/class clowns ego trip 
(egotripland.com) studied up to drop this educa-

tion on rapper matriculation.

PRESENTED BY

1 
HIGH SCHOOL 

OF MUSIC & ART, 
MANHATTAN

Known as the Fame 
school (and now 

LaGuardia High School 
of Music & Art), Mu-
sic & Art’s past rap 
student body—Slick 

Rick, Dana Dane, Mobb 
Deep’s Havoc and 
Prodigy, Organized 
Konfusion’s Pharoa-
he Monch and Prince 
Po, MC Serch, Nicki 
Minaj—is gonna live 
forever. (Cue Irene 

Cara.)

2
MURRY BERGTRAUM 

HIGH SCHOOL FOR 
BUSINESS CAREERS, 

MANHATTAN
In the ’80s, this 
downtown learning 
institution seem-

ingly specialized in 
careers in innovative 

Afrocentric hip-
hop. A Tribe Called 
Quest’s Q-Tip and 
Ali Shaheed Muham-

mad, Jungle Brothers’ 
Afrika and Mike G, 
and X-Clan’s Brother 
J all hit the books 

here.

3
GEORGE 

WESTINGHOUSE 
HIGH SCHOOL, 

BROOKLYN
Old school, new 
school, need to 

learn: Biggie, Jay-Z, 
and Busta Rhymes are 
amongst those with 
hip-hop honors to 
walk Westinghouse’s 

halls. 

4
ANDREW JACKSON 

HIGH SCHOOL, 
QUEENS

Captured on LL Cool 
J’s B.A.D. album 

cover, AJHS not only 
boasted James Todd 
Smith as a former 
student, but also 
class acts like Run 
and Jam Master Jay, 
Curtis ‘50 Cent’ 

Jackson, and hip-hop 
music-video auteur 
Hype Williams.

5
ADLAI E. STEVENSON 

HIGH SCHOOL, THE 
BRONX

Former Stevenson 
students include Big 
Pun, Remy Ma, Drag-
On, and Mickey Factz. 
But if it wasn’t for 
another graduate, 

ex-Black Spades gang 
member turned Zulu 

Nation founder Afrika 
Bambaataa, this rap 
ish probably never 
would be going on. 

Uptown, baby.
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The places, spaces, 
and monuments of 

NYC's musical past, 
present, and future.

PAST FEATURED LANDMARKS

1   MAX NEUHAUS’ 
“TIMES SQUARE”

2   THE THING 
SECONDHAND 
STORE

3  THE LOFT

4  MARCY HOTEL

5   ANDY WARHOL’S 
FACTORY

6   QUEENSBRIDGE 
HOUSES

7  RECORD MART

8   DEITCH 
PROJECTS

9   AREA!SHELTER!
VINYL

10 STUDIO B
11 MARKET HOTEL

12  DAPTONE 
RECORDS

13  THE VILLAGE 
GATE!LIFE!LE 
POISSON ROUGE

14  THE ANCHORAGE
15  ELECTRIC LADY 

STUDIOS

16  CROTONA PARK 
JAMS

17  FAT BEATS
18  MUDD CLUB
19  MANDOLIN 

BROTHERS

20  ADDISLEIGH 
PARK

21  FILLMORE EAST!
THE SAINT

16

WHAT: CHUNG KING 
STUDIOS 

WHERE: 241 CENTRE 
ST.; 170 VARICK 

ST.; 36 W. 37TH ST.
WHY: LEGENDARY 

RECORDING STUDIO 
WHEN: 1979-2010; 
2012-PRESENT 
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