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“I want to be
associated with
TASTE and
everything of
QUALITY.I'm
building my career
with a level of
PRESTIGE.”

schoollectures, but instead wrote rhymes
‘whileinclass. Eventualy,hestopped going
altogether, IDK worked outadeal withhisen-
gincer, LoMein, torecord himprobono. I
don'thave money;”he remembers sayingatthe.
time, “but T promise you'got some really good

Al

acourtyard benchin tuy Town, a private
residential housing complex in Lower Manhit-
tan, and summeris happeningall around him.
Kidsare running abour. Dogs are being walked.
Alarge park fountain spouts in the center of it
all.IDKspentalocof time hangingoutand.
playingbasketballaround hereafter movingto
New York Cityin 2015, just ashis music career
‘wasbeginningtotake offand regularjobs were.
‘becomingthings of the past. However, right
now, he'stuned out. He thumbs through Insta-
gram and stops to comment “Ayeee” on
asuggestive Lizzoclip. “Peopleare gonna.
chinkTlikeher,”he states witha chuckle. “I
ke herasaperson and 1 think whatshe rep-
resentsisamazing”

Anorange paperback booktitled Conta-
gious:Why Things Catch Onlays facedownon
the coneretetablein front of IDK. The New
York Times bestseller explores hescience of
socialtransmission and why things goviralin
the digitalage. The rapper has been carryingic
with himaround the ity flipping throughit
bitbybi,although he hasn't made much prog-
ress yet. 0 no surprisethat the softback.

‘wouldbeonbiseadinglse. IDK's layfulnd
endearingonline resence secmacareflly
crftedandoffthe-cufallaconce After
Spendingthe grestr partofthepas year e
nglsHe Rl by tacking s progressnreal
ime,hetroled fansin April by cimingchat
hetdacedentally deitedthe whalealbum.
Thatsame month aclipfroma concert Vi
ginia Techreultedonlineinwhich DK stops
Hisshowtoconsoleacryingan whowas
ouchedbyhis song“NoShocs onhe Rug,
Lesve Themat the Door”

Hesalsobeen artofsomeviral moments
hat were more antagonisticn atureLike
‘when b tooka subiminal jsbst Logicina 1018
freestyle(andonhis March 010 track “Triger
Happy.whichalieesthtthe llow Maryland
MCand ismanagersboraged apotencial
recorddeal. Infune o 2018, DK droppeda
Vol thymeiled “Trppie Redd' Free-
Syl aretalstorysatement ollowing is
exclusion rom this publiaion' 2018 Frsh-
man Class (1 dort need no XL stamproex-
el herymes). Oneyesr st henssathe
rack—and s accompanying video,inwhich
hebursacopyof the maguzine—wasnot
intended asa disy but et alyrical exrcie
toprovehisown supremacy onthermic.

“Mywholelf Tvebeen wanting something
Ik tha,heasureso s past XXL Freshman
ambiions. “Thatwas the yearwher L Sces]
it showup,peoplewere bulshitting Yl
gaveiconiggasthat's o onmafresoye in
the Preshmancypher), ke Trppie Redd, ]
Vimgonnashow whylshouldvebeenthere,
ha canot apallof these igge.. Trippie]

hitmelike, Bro, | don'tknow fthisisa dissor
ot but I lstened tothat shicfive times. That
shitishard.” Almostall the Freshmen told me
that. Nobody'sever done this beforeand no-
body's ever gonna forgeti.”

‘Whilea Freshman induction didn'tpan
ot it wasn'tforlack of hungerand hustle. The
artistformerlyknown as Jay IDK hascons
tentlystackeda catalog of conceptul projects.
Hissecond mixtape, 2015’ SubTrap (s port
‘mantesufor suburbantrap musicand/or trap
‘music with substance), showed a knack for
storytelling bout the drug game from various
perspectives, garnering comparisons to Kend-
rick Lamar's Section.8o, The following year,
the rapperaddressed histroublesome reltion-
shipwith money on the Forbes premiered
Empty Bank.Yet 2017's aurobiographical IW-
asVeryBad—for which he truncated his name,
turns his pen inward and shares his story can-
didly—connected mostdeeply. The project
‘was inspiredby his mother'sdeath theyear
prior;heir relationship and his reconcilation
‘with past philanderingand criminal behavior
arecentralthemes. “Iwasahways gettingin
troubleso! didn'thave atrong relationship
with herat first,”hesays of his mother, from
‘whom he cisims he nherited his ambition. “To-
‘wards the end, we got really close because
started secinganother side of her that was
‘pure. Her passing made me angryatirstand
then dark... Evencually it made me stronger.
Pmmorespirtual. [ understand how things
happen for areason.”

IWasVeryBad served s the perfect gateway
forIsHeReal? which finds IDK incorporating.
‘more singing and deep musings. He compares
the project o The DavineiCode due toits pleth-
oraofayersand double meanings L. IsHe
Real?as 3 homophone for lsrael). He's consid
ering eleasinga deluxe version next year, com-
plete withoriginal drafts of sons, voce notes.
‘anda Decoded-style book. He's completely
straightforward, thouigh,on thealburn closer,
“Juliaon which he revealsthathis mother
diedafter contracting HIV fromhisstepfather.
“The music spoke to me and told me todoft,”
he saysofthe beat,which IDK co-produced
‘with Thelonious Martin, “ knew that Lwas
goingtohavetotalkabout it eventually tohave.
thatweightlifted offof my shoulders, but it
was gonrna have obe on therightpiece ofart.
‘Thatwas theright one.”

ForIDK, his proper debutalburm represents.
the beginningofacareer that he'd ke toven-
turebeyond rapintoavenues likeacting, And
‘whill e sees big-time stardom on the horizon,
einsist it willbe on is own terms. “Iwant o
‘beassociated with asteand everything of
quaity”IDK states, “I'm building my career
withalevelof prestige... ould belike Logicor.
Something ke that easily andjust rap, rap.Tap,
Fap. But there'sanarttoeverything that  do.
And peoplerespect that &
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IDK

is trying not to sound like an
asshole. On a warm August
afternoon, the 27-year-old
artist is on the phone with
his Warner Records mar-
keting team. His office for
the moment is Sophie's
Cuban Cuisine, a takeout
ohain restaurant located
blooks away from Central
Park in Manhattan. on the
conference call agenda is
the rollout of Is He Real?,
IDK's major-label debut,
and there's a discrepancy
over budget for a promo
campaign relative to the
album’s five-week lead
time.

There'sabit of civillzed backand orth
aboutthe constraiats. After some poliebut
firm scrutiny from IDK sbout funds—*So,
“here'snoroom n the budget2”—and -
ng—"“Doyouthinkour money s better spent
withibeing out tomorrow!”—thedcallends
with everyone i agreement that there are
resources avilableto execute the campalgn as
the rapper ntends. “My o is o have as many.
peopleas possible know about IDK before the
lbum comes o, he says, picking t the baked
chicken, black beans and plantains on is plte.
“And then double, triple and quadruple that
amount after the lbum comes out.”

‘The moniker [DK might seem counterintul-
tivefor someone secking widespread fame,yet
the rapper,born Jason Mill, hasspenthalfa
decade strivingtobbecome a household name.
ince thereleaseofhis maiden mixtape, 2014's
Sex, Drugs & Homework the Maryland rapper
{formerlyJay IDK) has been toil
derground, sharpening his craft
‘mightgrinda toothbrushintoashank. Hecs
spin sharp,staccato thymes sbout gunplay as
nimblyas he canweave avivid tory about
courtingabartender. His namels an acronym
for “Ignorantly Delivering Knowledge,an
axymoronic mission tatement that nods to
the dichotomy ofellow Geminislike Tupac
Shakurand Kanye West.

After bulldinghis careerindependently,
IDK spenlast year negoriating deals with pow-
erhouse abelslike G.0.0.0. Musicand Top
Dawg Entertainment before signing with War-
serRecords n April. The partaershipincludes
sjoint venture label, Clue,avehicle through
‘which e can ign artsts and release rojects.
Heprides himselfin beinghands-on withall
facets o his career, from penning rhymes to
directing s own musicvideos o divinginto
budgeting spreadsheets.





image5.jpeg
L canftreallybe compared tomy peers.
because i woulda'tbe fair” IDK tatesafter
the callsatsfied with bow h tactfully averted
the runaround. He's wearinga black Comme.
des Gargons jacket with green print onthe.
back,black track pants anda black beanic
rolledup obis temples. “How many of my
peershavetheir own venture and cansign
anotherartist? Nobody has that responsibilicy.

(There']always something new tofigure out
oranew obstacle,whethericsfindingaway to
speaktopeopleinamannerwhere s gonna
getshitdone, but s alsorespectable and
doesn' turn people off.. have todoall of his
shit. My music should not e shitting on no-
body'smusic”

Despite wearing multiple capsat once, IDK
‘elieves he'sdelivered theyear's best music:
release with IsHe Real?, layered and concep-
tuallyheartyalbum on which he mulls overthe
existence of s igherbeing. IFsathemehe’s
‘wanted to explore since thestart of s career,
yethe feared alienating listeners with the po-
Iarizing theme of spiricuality. His latest work
Isa'texpliity pious, though. The raucous
“Porno,” which eatures Pusha Tand LD,
finds IDK drweling on sexaddiction. “No Ca-
ble”focuses onracism in America. Mearwhile,
“Buropean Skies” makes a convincingcasefor
atheism whilethe lbum's outros thoughtful
reasoningthat deduces the opposite. I founda
‘waytouse psychologyin the way that the music
was puttogether,” he afirms. “Tomake you
chink and make the human mind ravelplaces
that rap music for our generation may ot have.
made your mindtravel”

IDKfels Is He Real? will bealaunchpad fora
breakout,akin o Kendrick Lamar's career
prior togoodkid,m A& city.“IDK's potential
lstlimitless”says Denzel Curry,a friendand
collsborator who enlisted therapper forhis
‘Tarzootourin 2018, “He reminds me of Kanye
inhis prime but a bit more level-headed. He
reallytakes isartistry serious. He takes influ-
‘ences and creates his own vibe[and] asthet.
fcs. Hewill be bigger thananybody's expects:
tlonsofhim.”

Great

‘expectations—boch pole vaulting themand
faling way short—havelong been part of IDK's
life story. He wasbornin London but raised in
Prince George's County, Md. perennially
bailed as one o the wealthiest Black communi-
ies nthe nation. The only child inamid-
die-class home, IDK was raisedby his mother,
Julia,a paralegal, and stepdad, Martin, an T
contractor for the US. government.

Schol was rough. Kids were mean.But for
sslongas IDK canremember,he's connected
‘withothersthrough bis rt.Like clockwork,
he'dstarteachgradeasan ousiderand make
friends thaniks tohis drawings o Dragonball Z
characters, NBA players, ellow lassmatesor
‘whatevereisehedsketchup. Meamwhil, at
home, e fed his musicalcreativity by watching
musicideoson MY rom Papa Roachto
Gash Money Milinaires, Go-gomsic was he
preeminent soundoftheareabutsoulatslike
The Jackson s and rappers ke 50 Cent, Kanye
Westand Eminemspoke o IDKaswel 5o
‘wassucha gangstsend I wanted obetht.. be
‘waslike, a superbero ora Black id,"he says. 1
Tiked o Exminer had the crazy, wild-as lnes
Sboutdoing thinga that were so descripive and
darkand demented. Tt made me el ke Twas
escapingeaity—it' the musi equivalentlof
playing Grand Thef Auto

IDKbegan dabbling wich apsofbis ownin
seventhgrade. He wrote his irst songabout
fexingina coveted North acecouthathe
coulditacruallyafford. By th time hehit
DuvatHigh Schoo, though, e fellimothe
‘wrong crowdandbegantorebeloprove e
belonged.Stickamiddle-class kidinabad
school ndthat's me;”he rationalzes on
“Maryland Ass Nigge.” Hecycled through our
diferenthigh schools(ncludingaboarding
schoolin Kentucky) and waskicked ou feach
onedue tofightingand other forms o actng
out Yt IDKs e ooka drasicswivelwhenhe
was charged witharmed robberyat the ageof
7. Today he's mumon the specficsofthe nci-
den. But songalke 17 Wita 38" and “Pizsa
Shop Extended”—a stream-of-conscousness
stick upnarative—portrayhis M. tthe
timeinvividdetail

Withbail st $300,000aod charges that
smassed more than 8oyearsinprison, [DKwas
comvicted of armedrabbery in Mayof2010,and
served ix months atPrince George's County
‘CorrectionalPacltyasaminor dueothe
sleged possessionof awespon. He was e-
leased oaprivate home detention program
afterward,yetin October f 2011, he wasforced
‘ofinishth inlyearof s thee-yearsn-
tencebehindbarsafterfallingbehind nthe
program's eguired Saso monthly payments.
“The stver lining was thatthetime elped IDK
lear parenceandvisualizeroad map forhis
e, “Havingperspectve o right and wrong.
madejailalearning experience;”says IDK. 1.
was therejust enoughtimetonotlosermy ife
andmy future. Tomme, saposivething.
Aside frombeinga ctorandbarber whie n-
carcersted he'dwrit rhymesand perform
them orotherinmates kickstating his caft
andboosting s confidence,Healsoread The
Bibleandgot ntouchwitha spiricualicyhe'd
previousyshunned. “Whenlweat tojal, L was
thebiggest Chrstianinthe world”he says. 1
brbed God. ried tosey Ifyoules meow,
nevergoingto othis gain. Imnotglogtodo
thatagain™

IDK's prayers wereanswered. Uponhis
relessein 2012, be enrolledin Prince George's
Community College Hedidntfocusonthe
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