



DJing isn’t simply playing some music, but that the 
flow of songs throughout night is part of a greater 
whole, one that with attentive programming and jux-
taposition can facilitate all sorts of group emotions on 
the dancefloor. With careful selection, the DJ can cre-
ate tension, build atmosphere and facilitate release 
and abandon. This is the very essence of how to ap-
proach a warm-up gig. 
 Mancuso’s approach is as relevant today as it was 
half a century ago. Essentially, as a warm-up DJ, you 
use your music knowledge and your no doubt excel-
lent music collection cleverly, to build tension, to tease, 
tempt and entice your audience, whilst selflessly nev-
er fully letting go, so that whoever follows you is per-
fectly placed to take the roof off. 
 So bearing all this in mind, we’ve put together 5 
Dos and Don’ts to consider which may ensure your 
warm-up sets are a success. 

FIVE DOS AND DON’TS.
1. Don’t play the headliners latest tune, even as a trib-
ute. It’s their tune, their moment. Don’t steal it! 

2. Do be a team player. The process of gently shift-
ing musical gears over the opening hours of a night 
can be a magical thing, for both the DJ and the room. 
Get it right and you’ll set up the rest of the evening. 
The warm-up is every bit as important as the sound 
system, or the lights, or the security, or the headliner. 
It’s not one single element that make for a great night, 
its a combination, a team effort and the warm-up DJ 
is the ultimate team player, denying themselves the 
“glory” of dropping a bunch of anthems and instead 
putting in the work to ensure the whole evening flows. 

3. Don’t play your warm up at full volume. Give the 

next DJs some room to turn it up as the venue fills up. A 
half-empty club sounds entirely different from when it’s 
full of people, and if the dance floor is a little thin at the 
beginning, the echoes of the music around the empty 
room can sound unpleasant. People tend to “soak up” 
the sound somewhat, so as the club fills, you and your 
fellow DJs can slowly ease the volume up. Conserve 
energy, both musically and in terms of volume.

4. Do some research. Find out, even at the most basic 
level, what kind of music the headliner is going to be 
playing, and keep that in mind as the “goal”: the level 
to be approaching at the end of the warm-up.

5. Do show restraint. A good way to build atmosphere 
and tension is to reflect those emotions in your selec-
tions:  pick atmospheric, moody tunes, slower-paced 
emotive pieces; builders and groovers rather than kill-
ers and monsters. A warm-up set is a chance to find 
and play tunes that you will be much less likely to be 
able to drop once you’re world famous and headlining 
festivals at peak-time. Old forgotten b-sides, lost dub 
mixes, obscure re-edits and audio oddities – anything 
that possesses its own unique mood can help you 
steer the vibe of your audience. It’s not about being 
obscure for the sake of it, but about using all the tools 
at your disposal to create an atmosphere that slowly 
loosens people up and bring them under your spell. 
 Ideally, when the headliner takes over, the dance-
floor will be simmering nicely, just about to let go, and 
you can be satisfied you’ve done a good job. Warm-
ups are an important part of any club night and are 
also a great way to learn the essential rapport that is 
the defining feature of the world’s best DJs. Get dig-
ging in your collection, go and play your warm up and 
perhaps most importantly: You’re a DJ, so don’t forget 
to have fun.  / / / / /
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THE CULTURE: DJ ROCCA.
It’s a cliché to say this in any other context, but DJ Rocca truly has a sound that can only be de-
scribed as “adventurous” – an ear that can take in all manner and styles of music and a soul that 
can synthesize it into something special. We’re thrilled to have him talk about DJing with us and 
premiere a new 5 Mag Mix.
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THE CULTURE: BENJI CANDELARIO.
Benji Candelario is a veteran of the New York clubbing scene, an OG that has graced the decks 
of almost every major club imaginable, including residencies at Studio 54 and Ministry in Lon-
don. Here we ask Benji about his art to approaching the turntables, and how much things have 
evolved since he began. He also gives us one hell of an exclusive mix to jam to.
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nowhere to progress, and the night will peak too ear-
ly. Besides which, walking into a half-full venue at half 
ten in the evening to find the DJ hammering it out as 
though it were peak-time just feels weird. The warm-
up DJ has to keep the rest of the evening in mind as 
they play their set, and what they do acts as a spring-
board for everyone else that follows. More than any 
other DJ role, the warm-up is about putting aside your 
ego; playing for the good of the rest of the DJs, the 
audience and indeed the whole night. 

I WANNA GO BACK, WAY BACK…
A brief glance back at DJ history here might help us 
see the true potential and power of the warm-up. 

PLAYING A WARM-UP DJ SET
5 DOS & DON’TS OF BEING AN OPENING DJ BY HAROLD HEATH
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THE ART OF THE WARM-UP DJ, with its particular suite 
of skills – restraint, empathy, a brilliant music collection 
coupled with peerless programming – has become 
more respected over the years. Although perhaps not 
as glamorous as headlining, the warm-up has come 
to be recognized as a key element in a successful 
club night. 
 The job of the warm-up DJ is deceptively simple: 
to prepare the audience for the headliner(s). What this 
means in practical terms for the DJ is they have to play 
a set that welcomes the arriving audience and gently 
entices them onto the dancefloor, without ever peak-
ing. The key thing about warming up is that you’re not 
meant to go all out and play your biggest anthems 
and killer tunes. Do that and you leave the other DJs 

 Pioneering DJ and audiophile David Mancuso’s in-
famous loft parties would stretch on over entire week-
ends. Given the space, and in that unique environ-
ment, Mancuso pioneered the idea of creating mood 
with certain records, records that weren’t necessar-
ily the biggest or the most popular, but that had a 
unique feeling to them, particularly in those magical 
first few hours of the evening. He carefully selected 
and juxtaposed music to build an atmosphere that 
was conducive to people just “letting go,” one that 
gently matched and enriched the heightened senses 
of those who had drunk the acid-spiked punch.  
 Mancuso’s particular gift to DJing was the concept 
of music as an immersive group experience which 
can alter the mood of an entire room; the idea that 
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MORE THAN ANY OTHER DJ ROLE, THE 
WARM-UP IS ABOUT PUTTING ASIDE 

YOUR EGO; PLAYING FOR THE GOOD OF 
THE REST OF THE DJS, THE AUDIENCE 

AND INDEED THE WHOLE NIGHT.
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