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onnecticut-bred, NYC-
based Todd Moscowitz is
the very model of a modern
music entrepreneur. He
acquired his bona fides in
the trenches of Def Jam

and Rush Management;

his passion for hip-hop and ground-
level understanding of the biz served
him in good stead at Asylum and
Violator, and he eventually ascended

to Co-President/CEO of Warner Bros.
Records before co-developing 300
Entertainment. His own Alamo label,
which started at UMG and moved to
Sony in 2021, has scored big successes
with Rod Wave, Lil Durk, blackbear,
Smokepurpp and more. He also contin-
ues to manage rapper Gucci Mane.
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ENTREPRENEUR

INTERVIEW BY TODD HENSLEY
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Mosco with Doug Davis and Chris Lighty

What was it like growing up, Mosco?

I grew up in Sherman, Connecticut, a town of around 1,500
people. It was pretty much like a John Hughes movie; it was
the mid- to late ’80s and there wasn’t that much to do. I was at
a boarding school. I had the friends I grew up with, who were
like something out of a Brat Pack movie, and this new group of
friends, who were mostly kids from New York City boarding in
this small town in Connecticut. It was a weird mix of cultures.
And it wasn’t like there were computers or the Internet, so you
listened to music. With my old friends, I listened to bands like
The Cure, New Order, The Smiths and The Sugarcubes. The
kids at school were all Deadheads.

What was the first record that really blew your skirt up?
I grew up listening mostly to what my parents listened to—
Fleetwood Mac, James Taylor, Carole King, John Denver—

classic *70s stuff. But in high school, it was this very ’80s/new
wave thing.

I heard N.W.A for the first time when I went to college.
The city kids there were all super into hip-hop, much earlier
than I was. I heard N.W.A and D-Nice around the same time,
and that’s when I started getting into hip-hop. I think D-Nice’s
album was the first rap album I bought.

You went to NYU to become a lawyer. Where'd that come from?
My grandparents. I didn’t know what I wanted to do, and my
grandparents hammered it into my head that I was either going
to medical school or law school. And that was it—no discussion.
It was a foregone conclusion that if I could get in, I was going.

What do you remember most about law school?
When I got to law school, I immediately started interning at Def

“DEF JAM STILL HAD THAT SMALLISH FEEL WHERE
THE ARTISTS WERE IN THE OFFICE EVERY DAY
HANGING OUT. IT FELT NORMAL TO BE SITTING
INA ROOM WITH Q-TIP OR BIG DADDY KANE OR

NICE & SMOOTH.”



Jam. I had a friend who had a relationship with them and was
like, “My best friend from college really wants to work in music;
can L introduce you?” I met them and literally started interning
the next day. So most of what I remember from law school was
actually working at Def Jam. I think I spent more time there than
I did going to class. It became like a full-time job.

This was 1991. Def Jam was still pretty small. It was
Rush Management and Def Jam together in two offices, one
on Elizabeth Street, which was really the downstairs of Rick
Rubin’s apartment, and the other on Broadway. I worked in the
Rush space. It was small, not even 30 people. For three years I
got to sit on couches and listen to what was going on. Anything
that was a contract, they were, like, “He’s in law school; he’ll
read it.” And that was how I learned everything. They handed
me every contract, every correspondence. I started reading them
and picking up on stuff.

Hip-hop was becoming hugely popular but wasn’t all the
way mainstream. There had been breakouts like LL Cool J and
The Beasties. But for mainstream pop culture, it was just start-
ing to penetrate. And like I said, Def Jam still had that smallish
feel where the artists were in the office every day hanging out.
It felt normal to be sitting in a room with Q-Tip or Big Daddy
Kane or Nice & Smooth. It was a turning point, where it went
from being an important but underground cultural thing to a
much more mainstream thing, a much bigger business, a much
bigger part of the record business... And I was a fly on the wall.

As it became more of a business, how did that affect the culture?
It matured. The people who worked at the company were
incredibly young. At the time I had long, long hair and a peace-
sign earring. One of the really interesting things was seeing how
a company could operate when people weren’t restricted by
preconceived notions of how things should be done. That led
to brilliant, disruptive approaches to everything from A&R to
marketing to promotion. I learned from that how I wanted to
build my companies in the future.

What changed was, as the artists became bigger and more
mainstream, more known, they grew up. The executives grew
up. They learned that the more hours you put in, the more you
learn and the better you get at what you’re doing. Over time it
became a mature business, to the point where everybody in the
industry was looking at Def Jam, like, “Wow, we need to do it
like them—we need to replicate what they’re doing.” It went
from being an upstart to being the industry leader.

When did you start to make the transition from being the law-
yer/business-affairs guy to what you've ultimately become?
When I became a manager. After three or four years, I went to
Violator to work with Chris Lighty and Loud Records, and that
wasn’t a business-affairs role; I was EVP. That was when I left the
other stuff behind and just started signing artists and managing
things. I was managing Three 6 Mafia, a bunch of producers, 7
Aurelius, who’d produced all the Murder Inc. stuff, the Ashanti, Ja
Rule and J.Lo records. He’d had, like, seven worldwide #1s, so he
was riding a huge wave. On the Loud side, I was handling a lot of
the marketing and promotion. At that point, I'd been around it for
10 years and had absorbed way more than I'd ever realized.

You left Violator to join Asylum around 2004, which was a com-
plete reboot and a rebranding, and you got to do it your way.
It was experimental; I was figuring out what my way was. I'd
been working with Three 6 Mafia and was becoming more and
more aware of all these regional scenes in hip-hop that seemed
really overlooked. There were these amazing entrepreneurs
in all these different cities. Three 6 was not only important as
a group; they had their label, Hypnotize Minds, representing
in Mempbhis. I met James Prince through 7 Aurelius. James
had Rap-a-Lot, which was this incredible independent label in
Houston—Geto Boys, Scarface, Pimp C and Bun B....

This was the beginning of what people today look at as

With Smokepurpp; with Givenchy’s Matthew Williams and
Gucci Mane



“I'WENT FROM DEALING WITH REGIONAL ACTS TO
WORKING WITH NEIL YOUNG, CHER, JOSH GRO-
BAN, LINKIN PARK, MICHAEL BUBLE... IT WAS IN-
CREDIBLY FULFILLING FOR ME ON A PERSONAL
LEVEL TO BE ABLE TO DO THAT. AND OVER TIME
PEOPLE WERE REALLY OPEN TO NEW IDEAS AND

TRYING THINGS.”

research. I just started looking around and seeing, “Huh, this is
working in this city. These artists are selling tickets here. This
artist has a record playing only on the station down there, but
it’s also selling in the stores down there...” Somewhere along
the way, I thought, I should start a company that caters to
entrepreneurs building great brands who need resources or help
in other areas to grow and the artists who are big in their city
but haven’t necessarily gotten the attention they should on a
national or international level.

I built an infrastructure with a fluid system in terms of the
deals, because when you’re dealing with entrepreneurs, you
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Mosco with bis onetime Def Jam and Rush Management colleague, Russell Simmons
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must be flexible; you have to work around them, as opposed to
asking them to work around you. We had marketing, promo-
tion and international. At the time we said, “Independent but
not underground.” The point was that it was the best of both
worlds—it gave people the flexibility of remaining independent
and retaining creative control but also the muscle of a major.

I realized we could actually compete with the majors with
a small, super-focused staff that specialized in doing this.
Because it was a startup, there wasn’t a lot of pressure on us;
nobody had any expectation that we would be successful or
do much of anything at all. The lack of pressure gave us the
freedom to experiment and gave
me, personally, room to see if I
could make a business of it. No one
was saying, “Here are the numbers
you have to deliver.” The bar was
very low. But 12 months later, we’d
put out something like 10 albums,
and five of them had entered in the
Top 10. We were a tiny company
with low overhead, a low-risk
operation—and we figured it out;
we built a business that catered to
entrepreneurs and artists who were
being ignored by the industry.

From an independent/low-over-
head/no-rules/no-expectations
entrepreneurial operation—to
Warner?

At the time, Warner wasn’t really
doing a lot of hip-hop. When we set
up Asylum, we were in the center;
we’d do some artists with Warner,
some with Atlantic and some
independently. Warner needed the
repertoire on the hip-hop side, and
we needed more muscle and more
resources. It evolved naturally. Tom
[Whalley] and I started working on a
couple of artists together, and after a
while it just made sense to bring the
whole thing over.



With Rod Wave

But at Warner there were rules. It was a big ship with a small
rudder, with people there for their entire careers who were
going to be resistant to change.

It was challenging, but we had a lot of support from the com-
pany. There was a need for what we were doing. But it was
definitely a huge change. I went from dealing with regional acts
to working with Neil Young, Cher, Josh Groban, Linkin Park,
Michael Bublé... It was incredibly fulfilling for me on a person-
al level to be able to do that. And over time people were really
open to new ideas and trying things.

This was also at a time when the business was struggling. We
were all going through a transformative period. We were fortu-
nate in a sense that nobody really had the answers—we all had
strong opinions about it, but when you boil it down, we were all
just trying to figure it out.

As much as I enjoyed it, Warners was a much different experi-
ence, particularly in terms of the scope and how much time you
end up spending on administrative things: waking up early and

dealing with international for a few hours, then getting into deal-
ing with hundreds of employees and artists. The thing I missed
was having a company of a size and scale where I could talk to all
my employees every day and all the artists on a regular basis.
When I left Warner, I had a much clearer idea of what I really
wanted to do; I wanted to have a company that’s a brand, a bou-
tique operation catering to the culture, to entrepreneurs, of a size
where I can touch everybody and everything on a daily basis.

When did you meet Gucci Mane?

It was 2004 or 2005. He tells the story that when we met, I said,
“I have to be in business with you. I don’t care what the deal
is. You tell me what the deal is—we’re doing it.” And he was so
freaked out that he literally left the meeting. We stayed in touch,
but it took a full year before he got comfortable enough to have
a real conversation about it. We finally did get into business, and
we’re still working together today.

The first seven years were bumpy, but we were able to stay
in it long enough to reach that point where it gets good. Every
now and then you meet somebody who’s fully formed, already
having hit records—that was Juice WRLD for us; you put it
out and three months later, you have a #1 record. That’s the
exception, though, not the rule. One of my biggest things is
just trying to stay in business with somebody long enough for
us to get to the part where it’s successful. Gucci was really my
first lesson in that. There were a lot of trials and tribulations
and some really tough situations, but we got through them
and today it’s amazing.

Let's talk about Alamo. Your staff is young.
I surround myself with young, passionate people who love the
music and the culture. Many of our employees were interns.
There’s this constant stream of new people coming through.
That’s where you get real creativity from. When it’s somebody’s
first job, they don’t come to you with baggage—“This is how
it’s done” doesn’t exist, so you get an innovative environment.
I’m now the older presence in the room with the traditional
training who’s seen all the record-company stuff. We don’t
need more of that; what we need are ideas. 'm sure there were
times we could have used more experience, but I think that
part becomes incumbent on me to handle, and the rest becomes
incumbent on them.

“EVERY NOW AND THEN YOU MEET SOMEBODY
WHO'S FULLY FORMED—THAT WAS JUICE WRLD
FOR US. THAT’'S THE EXCEPTION, THOUGH, NOT
THE RULE. ONE OF MY BIGGEST THINGS IS JUST
TRYING TO STAY IN BUSINESS WITH SOMEBODY
LONG ENOUGH FOR US TO GET TO THE PART
WHERE IT'S SUCCESSFUL. GUCCI WAS REALLY MY

FIRST LESSON IN THAL.”



“CHANGE IS STRESSFUL UNDER THE BEST OF
CIRCUMSTANCES. IT’S BEEN LIKE THAT ON
STEROIDS DURING THE PANDEMIC—LIKE
WALKING A TIGHTROPE AT 1,000 FEET WHILE

SOMEONE'S TOSSING YOU

HAND GRENADES

AND YOU'RE JUGGLING THEM.”

Many companies are data-driven, chasing the next big thing
and getting into big deal wars. You were finding this stuff early.
I was early in the research game, but I don’t look at research

as an end in itself; it’s just one more tool. It’s still about finding
great artists and great songs. Hopefully, research narrows that
down, but ultimately you have to make a creative call. I'd rather
do it early and do it on something we’re passionate about, then
figure out how to stay in business with this person as long as
possible by doing deals that make sense and let you put out four,
five, six projects. Because the artist is figuring out their sound,
and you’re figuring out where they fit in. If you do that with
talented people, you get wins over the long run. And the truth is,
we only sign 10 artists a year—it’s a laser, not a shotgun.

Rod Wave is a good example. He was in Florida. There was
some local buzz on him, but it wasn’t something streaming mil-
lions of times a week. It took the third or fourth project before
we got to a place where it was a mainstream thing. Because
there was no pressure, it was able to develop organically. He
spent his first two years and his first three tapes just touring in
Florida—he would do a hundred dates a year in Florida. Then,
in year three, on the third or fourth project, it started getting
traction and going national, and that’s when it broke.

Then came the pandemic...
It was around the time I was working on the deal [with Sony].

Change is stressful under the best of circumstances. You’re
responsible for the artists and your staff; they all have families,
and you want to do the right thing. It’s been like that on ste-
roids during the pandemic. It was that much more challenging,
like walking a tightrope at 1,000 feet while someone’s tossing
you hand grenades and you’re juggling them.

Though having so much time let me focus in a way I proba-
bly couldn’t have under normal circumstances. It was serendipi-
tous—I don’t know how [doing the deal] would have gone with
all the normal chaos of life; it would have been hard to focus
on doing everything I had to do to organize the company for a
move. At the same time, there definitely wasn’t a lot of time to
focus on pandemic issues; the move kept my mind occupied.

What's your sense of the culture at Sony?
Incredible. Rob [Stringer], Julie [Swidler], Carmine [Coppola]
and the whole team have been incredibly supportive. And they
love winning,.

As an entrepreneur, when you’re going into a new system, it’s
important to protect what got you there in the first place and
make sure you can continue to do it. Anything that’s come up

so far, all they say is, “We’ll make it work.” That’s an incredibly
refreshing and reassuring thing to hear when you’re in a new
relationship. It’s been fantastic.

Let’s go a little meta; what piece of advice do you wish some-
one had given Todd when he was at NYU?

Believe in yourself and just keep pushing ahead. Not giving up
is such a huge part of reaching your goals. There are always
obstacles that seem insurmountable. Everybody falls down
along the way. You fall—get back up. Just keep going. If you
can’t run, walk. You’ll get there eventually.

What causes are close to your heart?

The National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers
Foundation for Criminal Justice. They’re doing great work to
create equity in the criminal-justice system, which is important
for all of us.

David Attenborough’s foundation in London, Fauna &
Flora International, is also near and dear to me. One of our
most important legacies is how we leave the planet. If we’re
going to leave something to the next generation, we need to
wake up now and pitch in. It has become more apparent on a
daily basis how much we’re affecting the world around us. But
if people don’t actually get involved, it’s just going to get worse
and worse. So 'm really involved in that mission. It’s definitely
a passion of mine.m
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With Coach K and Gucci
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