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S t a r  R e b o r n

NaS 
and 

20 YeaRS 
Of

IllmatIc “Yo, Nas, yo, what the fuck is this bullshit on the radio, 
son... Shit is mad real right now in the projects… I 
think we need to let them niggas know it’s real, man.”

—Illmatic’s intro, “the Genesis”



34  filter  good music guide   good music guide  filter  35

What do you remember most vividly about making Illmatic?
 
it was an exciting time in music…the temperature was right for an 
explosion onto the scene. it was ‘92 when i started to record it. everything 
from Onyx to a tribe called Quest to redman was killing the shit 
everywhere, and music was in a great place with a bunch of new artists on 
the scene. i was just taking my position and getting ready.
 
What did you bring to the table that other artists at the time didn’t?
 
i brought you into the personal. Whereas a lot of acts at the time had real 
blazin’, sizzlin’ joints, my joints were more about what was going on in 
the world and were not necessarily radio records. Back on “n.y. state of 
Mind,” i said, “y’all know my steelo with or without the airplay.” that was 
the first song on the album [after the intro, “the Genesis”], kind of the 
beginning of what you were about to experience about this album: there 
was no bullshit. it was more into my psyche.
 
Did you feel like you captured lightning in a bottle with Illmatic, 
since Columbia wanted it out so fast?
 
i spent my whole life working on it. i’d been working on it since i started 
rapping, and i wrote half of it at 16 years old. Most people don’t realize 
that [about] a lot of people’s best works, how young they were when they 
started putting those verses together. redman, when he started writing 
[1992’s Whut? Thee Album], he was probably a teenager. i was a teenager 
when i started writing Illmatic, so once i got the feel, i just had to finish 
up a few verses [and] tighten up a few things.
 
Did you know when you were making Illmatic that it was going to 
be a classic album, or was it hard to get that sense because it was 
your first one?
 
there was probably a time when somebody would ask me that question 
and i’d say, “i didn’t know.” But that’s bullshit. i knew it. the people 
around me knew it. My friends knew it. the record company knew it. the 
people producing the album knew it. We all knew.

A CoNverSAtIoN 
With 

NaS
asir bin Olu dara Jones grew up in Queensbridge, new york—and lived to 
tell about it.

By the time he turned 20 years old, both his brother and best friend had 
been shot (on the same night, horrifyingly), and it had been seven years since 

his dad bailed, leading him to drop out of school and start selling drugs on street corners.
But there was hope for young nasir: hype was still brewing over the criminally bold 

verses he dropped on Main source’s track “live at the Barbeque” three years earlier, 
drawing him comparisons to rap’s ace lyricist rakim:
 

Verbal assassin, my architect pleases
When I was 12, I went to hell for snuffing Jesus
Nasty Nas is a rebel to America
Police murderer, I’m causing hysteria…
I was trapped in a cage and let out by the Main Source…
And hanging niggas like the Ku Klux Klan
I melt mics till the sound wave’s over
Before stepping to me you’d rather step to Jehovah
Slamming emcees on cement
Cause verbally, I’m iller than a AIDS patient.

 
talk about making an entrance. america, meet nas. don’t expect a handshake.
rap saved nas’s life, giving him an alternative to jail, or worse. and he returned the 

favor, giving the genre its first and arguably most important album ever to tell the truth 
about the streets from a first-person point of view.

the us economy was rebounding under clinton in 1994, but that would’ve been 
news to Queensbridge, a massive public housing development ravaged by black-on-black 
violence, drugs and poverty.

“i made it to be 20, so that means something,” nas said in a 1994 interview on the 
Muchmusic tV show Rap City. “i’m supposed to do something.”

an iconic image from Les Miserables features a young cosette staring into the distance—a 
symbol of france’s bright future. the cover of nas’s indelible debut, Illmatic, depicts the 
artist at age 7, skeptically looking dead ahead with the image of a ghetto superimposed in 
the background.

it’s a bleak, gritty collage that captures the futility of hope for young black men 
growing up in the projects. But, as the story unfolded, it turned out to be the album’s 
eventual success that gave nas the out he needed to survive—and to be reborn.

this spring, 20 years later, columbia records has reissued Illmatic in 
anniversary-edition form with unreleased songs, mixes and other bonuses. few 
would’ve imagined the deluxe treatment two decades ago for an album that took 
seven long years to go platinum.

But there’s at least one person who knew right away that the album was a masterpiece, 
and it happens to be the same guy who’s performing it in its entirety at coachella.
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Were you happy with the response you got from people 
outside your immediate circle, or were you expecting 
bigger things?
 
i was beyond excited to be accepted, acknowledged, 
approved. that was my biggest dream, just to be in the 
rap game. that’s why it was so surreal: “Wow, i’m really an 
emcee that people know.”
 
How did you handle getting accepted by the rap game? 
Were you comfortable with it?
 
i was comfortable, because i was in the projects all day, and all 
the friends on my block, we celebrated like it was a birthday 
every day… the fact that people were finally getting to know 
my story, our story, my neighborhood story, new york’s story.
 
Ironically, didn’t your first album wind up taking 
you out of the world that you wrote about and that 
made Illmatic such a success?
 
it gave me hope. it showed me different worlds. But it 
wasn’t like it sold 10 million copies or even went Gold when 
it first came out. it got all this acclaim, but it didn’t do huge 
numbers—which i really didn’t care about. Of course, it was a 
life-changing album for me, but it’s not like it removed me from 
the things that were around me. it was just different, because 
now i had a car.
 
Does Queensbridge still have the same social 
conditions from the time you made Illmatic? or have 
things gotten better?
 
things have changed. there’s cameras on the buildings. 
everybody has a street mentality now, whereas it was hidden 
in a lot of ways before. now you see it, you feel it more. new 
york’s been through a lot of shit. new york needs a vacation.
 
With so much out in the open now in Queensbridge, do 
you think Illmatic would have had the same effect had it 
come out today?
 
Well, if it was me coming out, it would still be a story never told 
my way. Writing is not about just saying something someone 
else said or making it popular or making it catchy. Good writing 
is about seeing things through your way that opens it up to other 
people’s eyes in a way they haven’t seen it or heard it before.
 

What was the hardest thing about making Illmatic?
 
[Long pause, then laughs.] i don’t know, man. i guess trying to figure out the business of it 
along the way…things i didn’t care about but was forced to learn. that kind of stuff bothered 
me: watching my deals, watching the people who were watching my deals, checking anybody’s 
ego that i might have met along the way, calming down my unruly crew, trying to keep us from 
going to jail before the record came out. it was new for all of us. so we scared a lot of people 
and ruined a lot of relationships back then.
 
Looking back, how would you describe your 20-year-old self?
 
i was a cool guy. i was a lot like i am now, i just know more now and have experience now. i was 
less social with people who didn’t really know me.
 
Was that why it was so authentic for you to open up to people with Illmatic, because 
you hadn’t been used to doing that?
 
i didn’t look at it like that, but yeah, it was the first time giving my inside story to people. put 
myself under the microscope and then go away, not let them get close to me, physically. Outside 
of my familiar faces that were around me, i didn’t trust nothing.
 
Was Columbia cool with you executive producing your debut album?
 
i wanted [large professor] to do it. he told me, “no, do your thing.” he was dealing with a lot 
of internal drama with his group [Main source]. he was busy, and he didn’t want to bring that 
[drama] around me. [columbia was] just excited to see what was going to come on this album… 
i didn’t even think i had deserved that right [to executive produce] at that time. i was just so 
appreciative, so happy to be signed to this major company.
 
You said recently that you wouldn’t be where you are today without Illmatic and that 
“what is past is prologue.” So where do you think you would be without that record? 
Do you think [1996’s] It Was Written would’ve taken you to the same place, or would 
it have taken you longer to catch on?
 
you only get one chance to make a first impression and make it big. so i couldn’t play with it. 
if i wanted to be accepted, acknowledged in the world called rap, i had to do it right from the 
jump, straight from the rip. i felt like, if i could do this, i’d be set, so that was my goal. there 
was no other way for me other than…to become a peer of the greats within the business at the 
time and to get their respect. there was no other way to do it, ‘cause then you’re just dragging 
yourself along...and you don’t want to be going through that when you’re 40. you want to get 
that out of the way, so you resonate early.
 
Speaking of age, why do you think Illmatic has stood the test of time as well as it has?
 
it’s real me all the way throughout… there wasn’t a lot of money advanced to me to make it 
feel like a superstar project. it was so raw…it’s no fluff, there’s no guest appearances by rap 
superstars. it’s just a moment in time that i happened to capture.   

 

Were there any songs in particular on Illmatic that you knew 
were going to be bangers?
 
i thought that people would be happy with a different kind of song…
like “One love.” But i [didn’t] know that people outside of my group 
would think it was a classic.
 
You put out five singles from a nine-song album [technically 
10 songs, including the intro]—but arguably your biggest song 
ever, “N.Y. State of Mind,” wasn’t one of them. Did you have 
any say in choosing the singles?
 
“it ain’t hard to tell” and “the World is yours” were more suited for 
radio, if anything. “halftime” was most suited for underground mix 
shows and even clubs… But even with those tracks having some radio 
love, the record was its own living thing that had nothing to do with 
anything too mainstream.
 
If you only had nine songs, why didn’t you put “I’m a villain” [an 
unreleased song from the 20th anniversary edition] on there?
 
i forgot that song existed when i started making Illmatic. it showed up 
from someone else; i didn’t even have a copy of it. i don’t even know 
how sony got a copy of it now.
 
Is there a version of “Life’s a Bitch” out there with a “Juicy 
Fruit” sample [a Mtume song Nas wanted to crib from before 
Notorious B.I.G. did with his song “Juicy”]?
 
no. [Laughs.] i didn’t mess it up by using a “Juicy fruit” sample. 
Mtume [is] a genius, and that’s one of my favorite records i ever heard 
in my life, but i wouldn’t have done anything good to it, like what 
Biggie did.
 
What do you think is the most unappreciated song on Illmatic?
 
i guess maybe “One time 4 your Mind.” the bass line and the drops 
in the record, where it’s just me solo on one word and the music drops 
out, i like that.  F
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