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struggles. At times he cast her as the object of his romantic

affections. In the song “Fuck You Lucy, she represented his
developing dependence on alcohol and substances.

“I wouldn't call my mom a feminist, although she went
througp her phases of politicizing herself as one"says Daley.
“When her and my dad finally split she did a really great
job of not making us hate men, but she did her best to try to
instill some feminist beliefs in us.So when [ did get my phase
of trying to figure myself out, there was a lot of tug-of-war
inside of me between wanting to hate a particular woman
and then feeling guilty about that. And there’s certain songs
that I won’t perform anymore, because the game of tug-of-war
is over and | know where I'm at”

Where he'’s at now—perhaps to the surprise of many a
groupie—is in a long-term, monogamous relationship, which
he talks about happily. His girlfriend of five years (though
they were off-and-on for a large chunk of that time) lives
with him in his new home, a spacious,impeccably decorated
three-floor house, still on the South side of Minneapolis.

“Everybody’s right,” he says.“l became a caricature of
the guy in those records. Writing songs about my issues

°

manifésted me to stay stuck in them. Especially when I started to deal with people who
didn’t know me but only knew the personality on the record-those are the people who
expected me to get wasted with them and end up trying to fuck them in their room.| made
the mistake of attempting to live up to that.It opened a safety net for me to just go ahead
and be an idiot.So I don’t know that writing anything helped me work through issues. If
anything, I think it was kind of a mistake. It ended up putting me in a five-year space of using
it to justify my co-dependencies or my methods of self-medicating. People expected that from
Sean,so Sean did that. It took a lot for me to wake up [and realize I'm] not who I was when [
was 127

DARKNESS ON THE EDGE OF TOWN
Before making Atmosphere’s fourth widespread release, You Can’t Imagine How Much Fun
We're Having,in 2005, Daley decided to sober up. He went six months without drinking.
Halfway through that period, he acquired alopecia as a side effect of an advanced tooth
infection, which caused him to lose most of his hair. He shaved his head into a mohawk,
displayed on the cover of that album; though it's since grown back, he took the simultaneous
breakdown of his physical and mental health as a sign that it was time for a new approach
to life,including a revamping of his creative process.

He began sitting down to write every day, finishing each song he started. Prior to that,
“songs would sit around my house for months and not go anywhere” he says. More
importantly he and Davis would meet to create songs together, rather than trade beats and

63 Hil.ROR



LR8N 64

rhymes, then work in isolation as they had in the past.It’s,
method they took even further on their latest, When Life G#es
You Lemons, You Paint That Shit Gold. For several months in 2007,
Daley arrived at Davis' home around 11 a.m. most mornings,
setting up camp in the basement for marathon work sessions,
which sometimes lasted several days without so much as a
shower

When we arrive at Davis’ house-an upper-middle-class
residence only 10 minutes from Daley’s place-I ask the
producer, who, at 37, only recently began establishing himself
as the second public face of Atmosphere, if he feels that Daley
is his best friend. (Davis toured with Daley for the first time in
promotion of You Can't Imagine...,in the place of Atmosphere’s
longstanding tour DJ,Mr. Dibbs.) Davis pauses, and then laughs.
“[ don't talk like that," he says.“But I'll put it to you this way. He's
more to me than that?”

Though Seven’s Travels is Atmosphere’s highest selling record
(over 200,000), You Can't Imagine... is the one Daley and Davis
agree they are most proud of. Both look back on prior records
with a great deal of disdain.

“A lot of kids will be like,'Nah,

"

Lucy FQrd, that’s the one;”says
Daley“But if you take that album
apart piece by piece, | was on
some shit where [ would drop my
verse and go,‘That was it!’ Because
1 thought that was the way to do

it: Just capture the emotion. It
doesn't matter if ‘contradictive’isn’t
really a word. Whereas now it’s like,
yeah, actually it does matter. | get
embarrassed when I say words that
don'’t really exist on a record. | get
embarrassed when I mispronounce
words.We didn't think of editing.
We didn't think of polishing. So the
reason people like it is not because
it's good, but because there's a

rawness that reminds them of them.

If a kid wants to make a record it

probably would sound like Lucy Ford. It would be a dude not
knowing what he was doing’

THE RISING

When Life Gives You Lemons is a departure from past
Atmosphere work, beth in production and lyrical content.
On You Can't Imagine...,the pair pushed themselves to go
beyond sample- and drum-machine patterns and hired a
live band to recreate Davis’ beats on record and tour. This
time around, they stuck with the same musicians, combining
their traditional, organic instrumentation for a sound palette
comprised largely of vintage analog synths. The result is
something like an '80s goth interpretation of hip-hop’s boom-
bap.“l don’t know if it’s dark-1 hear optimismn in some of

the record-but it’s definitely cold; says Daley. “In that way, it
represents where the fuck we live”

As a writer, Daley pushed himself in a whole new direction.
Before heading to Davis’ house in the mornings, he walked to
a shop down the road to buy coffee, which he'd drink sitting
at the bus stop out front. Buses came every half hour, but he




waved them past." i by Vg
“I would just wait until I found
a’car at-thie stoplight in front of me
that had a story inside of it he says.
.“I'd look in the.car and I'd be like,
‘| wonder what their story is; And.a
few hours later Id go to Ant’s house
like,'Okay. I've got this guy and this
kid.And the guy is mad, and the kid
is sad-won't even look at his dad,
he’s looking out the window.In fact,
he might even notice me. But now |
have to find the beat that makes me
want to make up their story’ What
[ needed to figure out was how to
tap back into eighth-grade creative-
writing class and figure out how
to tell stories that are not from my
perspective, but still have a moral or
a point to the story that’s still rooted

v i in what lyheve in”
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The result is a record that sees Daley recasting himself from the
sad clown into a"workir;g-class hero on par with John Cougar
Mellencamp or Tom Waits. In many ways, these stories are the same
as the oneshe told before: Their heroes are conflicted, if not tragic,
with bad g@s showing they're capable of doing good and good
guys sometimes doing bad. Daley just isn’t personally playing all the
roles anymore. On “Your Glasshouse,” he raps about waking up on
the bathroom floor of a stranger’s home, paralyzed with a hangover,
though he says the situation is a metaphor for his frustrations with
the war in Irag.“In Her Music Box"is about a little girl making sense
of her parents’ relationship and the world from the backseat of her
father’s car, while absorbing a steady stream of misogynistic rap.
“Guarantees” is told from the perspective of a husband and father
struggling to make ends meet on a factory wage.“Dreamer” is the
story of a working mother with a heart condition and a job that
doesn't pay the bills.“This is life/We all strain;’ he raps.“While we

pray for dollars/We work for changellt’s all the same/We all struggie’
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Abo osest Daley comes to inserting
Wis is on “Yesterday, which

recounts fice meeting with a long-
estranged . A subtle piano-riff sample
plays an ¢ motional chord as Daley

rthymes, " Bi@ou knew me back when I was

_a younger me/ You ve seen Sean in all types of

light/And I've been meaning to ask you if [I'm

doing all right yesterday’ ” - '
“How the fuck do [ still get to be doing

this?” says Daley as we leave Davis’ house,

almost as though 'he expects an answer out

of me.“I've totally oversaturated my market. I

think that it has to just be that people are not

just liking me because I'm a great rapper. They

hear something in me that makes them think

they might get along with me if they met me”

Atmosphere’s When Life Gives You Lemons, You
Paint That Shit Gold is out April 22 on Rhymesayers.

myspace.com/atmosphere, rhymesayers.com
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