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N o one is fucking with the 
Roots. Period. They are 
the straight A students of 

hip-hop, the group who through 10 
albums have continually evolved 
and delivered dope music time and 
again. Amongst the many secrets of 
their success, commitment to their art 
remains the most prevalent. Vowing 
to never make the same album twice, 
the group thrives on challenging 
themselves, and have shown the 
world that there are no limits to hip-
hop. When they’re not in the studio, 
chances are they’re the road, often 
spending more than 200 days of the 
year on the road. There isn’t another 
group in music who tours as hard as 
the Roots, whether headlining their 
own gigs or serving as the backing 
band as they are this summer for 
Erykah Badu. Even on the brink of 
releasing their 10th album, Rising 
Down, the group is hard at work 
learning 30 new songs for a Comedy 
Central special as well as an Earth 
Day show with the OkayPlayer regu-
lars. They give their all to their music 
and fans, and maintain a honorable 
selflessness.
 
With an already time consuming 
things-to-do list, Vapors caught up 
with drummer and ambassador of all 
things Roots, ?usetlove, to discuss 
another bullet point on said list: their 

new album, Rising Down. Things 
were going good until another call 
came through, but even then as more 
responsibilities started to pile up, 
?uest remained cool, attentive and 
eager to talk. He really is that good of 
a dude, and it reflects in their music. 
       
You have guest features on almost 
every song on this album; what 
prompted that? 
The reason it’s so bloated with guests 
is because we had to sorta bring the 
old guard back together. Yesterday’s 
new jacks from Things Fall Apart are 
now the established old guard, so 
we had to bring back Kweli, Mos and 
Common. Things Fall Apart sorta 
served as us playing Moses, i.e. find-
ing some sort of promised land to lead 
people to that we didn’t necessarily 
get to ourselves, but they’re safely 
over there. I consider Rising Down to 
be a Noah’s Ark thing where it’s like 
we’re clearly about to witness a tsu-
nami; a tsunami with hip-hop culture, 
and relative to where rap music is 
now, and the whole idea of there not 
really being a music industry as we 
knew it. So we got the old guard, and 
then we wanted the guard you didn’t 
expect us to be down with, so enter 
Styles P and Saigon, and then we got 
the guard of the new jacks with Wale 
and P.O.R.N.
 

This album has an electric feel and 
is heavy on the synths; how does 
that vibe pertain to the idea of Rising 
Down? 
It just sounds more urgent. “Get 
Busy” wouldn’t sound as urgent 
or adrenalized if we used the same 
instrumentation that we used on the 
other records. Plus, it gives it its own 
identity. I think it’s really interesting 
the fact that all the albums are differ-
ent from each other. Now I’m trying 
to figure out how can I make the next 
record different. Actually, there is a 
way I can think of it. I started mak-
ing this list in 1999 about shit we 
hadn’t done yet. There are still a lot of 
records that can be done. There could 
be the all-instrumental Roots record. 
There could be the 100% hardcore 
hip-hop with zero instruments, just 
beats; that could be interesting. We 
could do an album where Tariq isn’t 
rhyming at all, just singing. There are 
a lot of challenges, but it just depends 
on what side of the bed we all wake 
up on. 
 
With so many people involved, how 
smooth is the recording process? 
Believe me, there were times on the 
record where you wanted to go up in 
somebody’s mouth. We do this assem-
bly line thing just like Motown—that 
is the secret to our success and 
longevity—which is you work all night 

on some shit and then you submit it to 
the Fight Club. We call it that because 
sometimes motherfuckers will be 
ready to beat each other up over a 
remark. You play it, and the gen-
eral rule is if the entire room feels it, 
you’re in. The only thing that is prob-
lematic with that is that we are some 
hating, mafucking hip-hop nerds. With 
that in mind, I gotta make this beat 
so undeniable that the most hating 
motherfucker will be like phew, I can’t 
even front, that shit was dope. That’s 
the standard. This is probably the first 
time that Tariq and I didn’t argue dur-
ing a record. But, the triangle between 
Truck North, P.O.R.N. and Dice Raw 
almost led to a few bloody brawls in 
the back room. When it comes to that 
coveted third spot, it’s very cold with 
us. With that amount of competition, 
you can’t help but get another A+. I 
know artists who are losing it. They’re 
going to the hospital for exhaustion, 
they’re second guessing themselves, 
their cousins on the payroll so all they 
hear is “that shit is dope, yo!” You 
can’t have that, you need a team of 
motherfuckers that will hate on you. 
Can you hold on a second… 

[Two minutes later…] Oh great, Tariq 
just got a root canal. Now the pres-
sure is on me to come up with a two-
hour Black Thought-less show…
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