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hen Warner Records appointed Steve Carless as A&R 
president, label CEO Aaron Bay-Schuck announced, 
“Steve-O has one of the most brilliant A&R minds in 
our business—driven by an innate ability to identify 
and nurture emerging artists and champion superstars.” 
From his start as an office assistant at Pharrell’s Star Trak 
Entertainment in 2003, Carless assumed a plethora of 
record industry positions, including Def Jam’s senior VP 
of A&R; president of Jeezy’s CTE World Recordings; 
business partner and co-manager of the late Nipsey Hussle 
and co-founder of the Marathon Agency; and A&R exec-
utive of Beyoncé’s Black Is King visual album and The 
Lion King: The Gift soundtrack complement, amongst 
other roles. 

The New Jersey native and six-time Grammy winner, 
now based in Manhattan, discussed with us the shifting 
role of A&R in the music business, unsigned artists build-
ing audiences as a prerequisite to getting signed, industry 
mentorship and beyond.

STEVE 
CARLESS

W
20



WARNER’S EARS ON THE STREET
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Top to bottom: Carless with Nipsey 
Hussle; with No ID; with Safe
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What were your earliest intentions in the 
music industry?
To help all my childhood friends get record 
deals was my first intention. The strategy 
for me was to come into a record company, 
because then we wouldn’t have to get caught 
up in trying to figure out how to do it from 
the outside. 

My friends were MCs, local rappers trying 
to get on. Back in those days, it was quite a 
feat to create your own recorded music, burn it 
on a CD, make your own artwork, distribute 
it. Back then, they had mixtape shops: Harlem 
Music Hut uptown, local bodegas. You could 
go into the Chicken Shack and there would be 
mixtapes on the counter, on the retail stand!

These friends and I were all the same age. 
I thought they were incredibly gifted. That 
was my first experience in trying to figure 
out what I loved about entertainment. I was 
always close to it; my dad’s a DJ and my uncle 
is a touring reggae singer. We built a studio in 
my friend’s mom’s basement. We recorded all 
our own records, and we sold them out of the 
trunk like Master P. 

When that got tiring—being 16, 17 years 
old with no money—we started thinking, 
man, we just need a record deal. Those deals 
to us were just like the dream way to get out 
the hood. Get a bunch of money so we could 
be rich and flossy and buy our moms houses, 
cars and fancy shit. 

Carless with 
Tom Corson 
and Aaron 
Bay-Schuck

“I wanted to get an experience of what it’d be like to have 

two chairmen who come from different places in the record 

business leading this company with such a major legacy. 

I wanted to get that experience, because I felt that I could 

learn from both of them.”



nesses that are adjacent to our jobs. 
In that era, a partner of mine, Kendall 

“Young Sav” Freeman, and I created an 
artist-development hub called Best of Both 
Offices. This was at the dawn of the blog 
era. We didn’t even do anything special. We 
were working in the promotion department 
at Def Jam. This was before YouTube blew 
up and was acquired by Google. The demand 
for content was big. There was a free way to 
have hours of content and use it. We used our 
own money, bought our own cameras. And 
because we were doing a lot of promotional 
touring and hanging out with artists, we 
would just take them and anything we did 
with them—whether it was promo touring or 
in their tour buses or SUVs going from one 
place to another or just hanging out in their 
cribs or the studio with them—we would film 
those things, cut them into three-minute clips, 
promo their new single on them and distrib-
ute them through YouTube. A lot of those 
videos are still up to this day. 

The content that we were making, since 
they were the big artists of the time like Nas, 
Ghostface Killah and Jadakiss, Rick Ross, 
Jeezy and Fabolous, all those people who 
were curating news and music were taking 
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So I said, “You know what? I’m-a skip 
the politics and figure out if I can start with 
an internship and get in, learn and meet the 
A&R people.”

Where was this all happening?
I was born in Elizabeth, New Jersey, but I 
grew up and went to Abraham Clark High 
School in Roselle. All of this was in high 
school between the 10th and 12th grade. 

Did you ever second-guess your career after 
the advent of Napster and the subsequent 
shake-up of the record industry?
Prior to coming to the record business, I was 
pre-med in college. My intention was to be 
a doctor. I was playing sports. So obviously, 
when that [illegal file-sharing] period came, 
I was still brand new. I still had this hunger 
and passion, even beyond my friends. It just 
became more about how to grow my career 
and get bigger and more visible, accomplish 
more meaningful things and grow. 

When that decline was coming, those were 
turbulent times. We all had to think: How 
can we stay on the trajectory of growth, even 
though [the industry was] getting smaller? 
Maybe we should create independent busi-

Clockwise 
from left: 
With YG 
and Young 
Jeezy; with 
Kendall 
“Young Sav” 
Freeman; 
with Jay 
“Icepick” 
Jackson
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our content and using it in their blogs. We 
were branding it, and that’s how we got vis-
ibility. It gave us an adjacent opportunity to 
keep our career going on a certain path. I call 
it the dawn of the content era, because that’s 
before anyone was in content. That’s when 
Complex was running around buying these 
websites, and we actually graduated from put-
ting it on YouTube to making our own web-
site, [media] player and advertising. We were 
making decent money for a long time.

When you saw the shift happening, what were 
your thoughts about how to right the ship? Or 
even how the industry might end up looking in 
the aftermath?
You just take what’s available. At that time, 
there were lots of mixtape sites. You had 
iTunes, which was game-changing. And then 
you had the new era of streaming that the 

mixtape sites like DatPiff and Mymixtapez 
were doing. In my experience, they were the 
first ones streaming rap music. And then you 
still had physical CDs getting pushed through 
retail—from major-chain retailers down to 
local bodegas and gas stations.

What do you say to critics who say A&R 
departments aren’t used as effectively as in 
the past, when labels groomed artists and 
gave them several albums to find their voice?
I think some of that’s unfair. Sometimes soci-
ety dictates business and sometimes business 
dictates society. When Facebook came in and 
there was peer-to-peer file-sharing and people 
were connecting and socializing, that changed 
the way society looked at how things would 
be shared and exchanged [instead of] pro-
moted or advertised.

Any hustler knows you gotta pivot to 

Clockwise from 
top left: DJ 
Khaled, Nipsey 
Hussle, Adam 
Andebrhan and 
Carless; with 
Stacia Mac 
(Polo G’s mom) 
and Polo G; 
with Fabolous; 
with Lenny 
Waronker;  
with Aaron 
Bay-Schuck,  
L.A. Reid and 
Karen Kwak
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what the streets is doing. To me, the new 
A&R is about developing the act and who 
is going to connect artists and then find the 
repertoire for it. And repertoire is not just 
music anymore. It’s more opportunity, brand 
ideas, brand identity, whatever that particu-
lar creative has in mind. You gotta be fluid, 
flexible and nimble in order to be a great 
A&R person in today’s climate.

I feel like the best A&R people on the 
base level have been managers. Because 
they’re the only ones who are going in and 
trying to figure out new things for artists, and 
what connects to them, and where the scale 
is, and what’s true and authentic for those 
people. Which is what traditional A&R did 
back in the day, but I think it’s much vaster 
now than it was then.

What are the most valuable skills and attri-
butes for a 2022 A&R person to have?
Passion, man. When you look at the world, 
there’s many a talented artist. But the cream 
has to rise to the top, and that takes commit-
ment and determination. You gotta be pas-
sionate and hungry. That’s what it takes to do 
this work at the highest level. That’s what got 
me here, and that’s how I’ve been able to do it. 

The bar for entry is really low for artists 
now. Before, you kind of needed to be curat-
ed in. In the era when I was trying to help 
my friends, we couldn’t just get in; we had 
to either know somebody or have a major 
moment. And those things were hard to get 
because the gatekeepers were big executives, 
record companies and other corporate heads. 

Today it’s different—you can seep through 
and then be the cream that rises to the top. 
And the only way to do that is with commit-
ment, passion and just being open and hon-
est, nimble and flexible so you can create the 
career you want for yourself.

Who are your top industry mentors and what 
did you learn from them?
Well, I wanna keep some of them name-
less right now. I have a circle of five or six 
mentors from different places in the world, 
different industries. Some of them are just 
peers and friends. No I.D. is one of the first 
people who really taught me how to be an 
A&R person. I attribute a lot of my journey 
to his belief in what I’ve been able to do. 
We’ve remained tight over the years; we’re 
good friends and honest with each other, 
even when we don’t like to hear it. That’s 
a great person to have in your inner circle, 
because he’ll never allow me to be bigger 
than myself, more than what my truth is or 
believe my own hype. He always prioritizes 
the meaning and the core value and purpose 
in why we’re doing this—the integrity of it. 

Sean Combs got let go from Uptown before 
launching Bad Boy at Arista. You were also 
let go as an A&R early in your career, from 
Pharrell’s Star Trak. What’s that story?
I was young, probably 19 or 20. This was in 
the era when I was overzealous about trying 
to help friends out and working really hard. 
I made a mistake; I was a little bit ahead of 
myself in certain things with access I thought 

Left to right: 
Chris Atlas, 
Brannon Scales, 
Shawnae 
Corbett-Rice, 
Bay-Schuck, 
Carless 
and Kwak
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I bought every magazine I could: The Source, 
XXL, you name it. Whenever I saw someone 
from the industry’s name, I wrote it down, made 
notes about what they did. It was like a Rolodex 
with no phone numbers. But when I finally met 
folks like Steve Stoute, I knew their history. 

Do artists need to arrive with their own follow-
ings in order to be signed nowadays, or are you 
willing to build that with them when they arrive 
at the label?
I have this conversation all the time. Some of us 
are from the era when signing things with our 
gut was worth it. Don’t get it twisted: Those 
things still happen today, more often than people 
see or believe. But there have been generational 
shifts in technology and social media. Technology 
has afforded so many opportunities. One side 
of me feels you should get your shit together 
first and then come holla at me. But there’s still 
the other side of it—as a person who loves the 
music, whatever piques my interest is what I 
go after. I don’t have a fixed point of view on it. 
They should have some kind of activity. Groups 
should be able to cultivate some kind of audi-
ence, because a lot of this is pooled from who 
likes you. Everything else that I can do is help 
scale it, not create or manufacture it. 

What drove your decision to go to 
Warner Records?
The DNA of the company and supporting 
entrepreneurs. I felt like there was an incredible 
opportunity of timing, because they were just 
transitioning to a new space and momentum 
that I felt like I could contribute my expertise 
to. What we understood together is that they 
were missing an undertone of “new generation” 
from local and regional scenes that would cover 
a part of the genre that a lot of the other record 
companies had overlooked, and they were 
gonna allow me to innovate a point of view. 

What have you discovered about the  
Warner culture?
It’s a culture that’s predicated on humanity. 
It’s a different textural warmth. Warner has a 
quaint, intimate atmosphere, despite what it 
is in its magnitude of size. But I really feel the 
warmth of the people and the passion for where 
we are going. I love the way that everybody is 
focused and hungry. I’m also getting the experi-
ence of what it’s like to have two chairmen who 
come from different places in the record busi-
ness leading this company with such a major 
legacy. I’m so happy to get that experience, 
because I’m learning from both of them.

I had to the office and some of its resources. 
They said, “Listen, we appreciate your ambi-
tion and everything—you’re a star—but 
we’re not allowed to keep you here because 
the building says you’re breaking the rules.” 
I said, “I can fix it. I can work it out, I prom-
ise.” They said, “Nah, brother, we love you! 
We wish it wasn’t like this, but we have no 
choice. The god minds of corporate policy 
said we can’t do it.”

Unfortunately, they had to let me go. I was 
very embarrassed, particularly with my fam-
ily. Remember I was supposed to be a doc-
tor. But the beautiful thing about it is, in the 
aftermath of all that, every last person in that 
company remains my friend to this day. They 
were very supportive and nurturing. I’m still 
able to have a creative exchange with Pharrell 
and his camp, especially when I’m working on 
a record or with an artist that I’m passionate 
about. But after I got let go from that, it put a 
fire under me. I promised myself that if I ever 
got an opportunity like that again, I would 
never take it for granted and squander it. 

What was it like trying to get into the business?
When I was trying to get a deal, I didn’t have 
access to people; I couldn’t DM somebody. We 
would get in our cars and chase people down! 

Top: Carless 
with YG and 
Dave East; 
bottom: with 
Shawn “Pecas” 
Costner, Rick 
Ross, Kendall 
“Young Sav” 
Freeman and 
Jadakiss
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Jungle, Mike 
Kuz, Buda, 
Carless, 
Bully Brown, 
Dave East, 
Nas and AJ 
Schenbaum

How is it specifically working with Aaron 
Bay-Schuck and Tom Corson?
They both have such business acumen and 
creative foresight. I think Aaron’s an incredible 
visionary. It’s always great to talk to an A&R 
man, because I’m an A&R man. There are just 
certain nuances about the job that become chal-
lenging to articulate depending on who you are 
and where you’re at and what the company’s 
doing with an artist. Number one, he’s artist-first; 
he’s about the people. And then he’s about how 
we can contribute to the betterment of society. 

Tom is great because he just has this 
immaculate leadership and a depth of experi-
ence that gives you a mentor-base kind of 
thing that I find a deep value in. Because he’s 
run the marketing department, he understands 
operations. He’s led so many companies to 
their successes, it’s like having that dichoto-
mous understanding that helps him be a more 
well-rounded executive.

And Karen Kwak?
Karen Kwak is my partner, my road dog. I came 
up in Karen’s department working at Def Jam, 
so it’s a full-circle moment for me to be back in 
the coop with her. I always thought of her as 
one of the most brilliant operational executives 
I’ve ever been next to. Because she just took 
chances on certain kinds of executives that I’ve 
never seen any A&R executive take chances on. 
She’s stewarded in all kinds of folks: DJ Khaled, 
No I.D. Her body of work and just believing 
in those types of personalities. We made it all 
about making records and being pure with the 
artist’s dream. She and I get to be hand in hand 
and steward this new direction at Warner.

Give me your most meaningful takeaway from 
having worked with the late, great Nipsey Hussle.
Integrity. Integrity can be something that can 
be easily compromised with opportunity and 
looking out for yourself. My biggest takeaway 

“I feel like the best A&R people on the base level have been managers. 

Because they’re the only ones who are going in and trying to figure 

out new things for artists, and what connects to them, and where the 

scale is, and what’s true and authentic for those people. Which is what 

traditional A&R did back in the day.”

with him: It was never about himself; it was 
always about acknowledgment of how he got 
here and those who helped him get here. Now 
that I got that legacy on my shoulders, I’m try-
ing to pay it forward like that, to make sure 
that everything I do is with the highest level of 
integrity, honesty and keeping my heart pure. 
It’s all for the love and it’s all about uplifting 
our people. That’s my takeaway from what I 
experienced with him and also what I learned 
from him, and I wanna be able to keep that 
going forward.

How did you two first hook up?
Hussle and I met many years ago. Me and my 
partner Sav, we used to run around and try 
to get content on new artists. We were work-
ing for Big Sean and a couple other artists. 
And they ended up doing the XXL Freshman 
shoot. That’s one of the first times I came in 
contact with him.

How was experience of A&Ring Beyoncé’s The 
Lion King: The Gift soundtrack and its visual 
album, Black Is King?
Probably one of the most incredible experi-
ences in my career. Miss Bey, she’s a genera-
tional icon. I can’t even put into words what 
she means to not just me but everybody else 
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around the world. To be able to be aligned 
and participate in a concept of that mag-
nitude, with the diaspora of the [African] 
continent… Her intention through and 
through was about uplifting the people, and 
that resonated with me. That experience was 
challenging, complex. We set a high target, 
but I think we hit it, because at the end of 
the day, we were literally running all around 
the continent. Her intention was to get every 
producer, songwriter, artist, dancer, anybody 
from any one of the myriad categories or 
tiers of music, art and culture on the conti-
nent to participate in this and tell the story in 
an authentic way.

This is Beyoncé, bro—I can’t even articu-
late it [laughs]. One thing you will not do is 
outwork her. Watching her be a mother and 
a wife and also the leader of her company, 
running her business day to day… She was 
so hands-on in the process. I’ve never seen a 
human do that before.

You mentioned challenges. What were some 
of them?
Well, the challenges are not being from 
Africa. You wanna make sure that every-

thing you’re doing is respected. You don’t 
wanna leave anybody out. The most chal-
lenging part was not leaving anybody out. 
Making sure you covered all the bases. 
Making sure you’re well-educated. We had 
a very large team in terms of retail. There 
was a village of people that did this inside 
the Parkwood Entertainment camp. We all 
banded together under a short window and 
at the behest of all the wants, needs and 
policies of Disney fitting something that’s 
authentic and pure into a space that could 
be commercially viable for all ages across 
the world. That in itself is a feat that I’m 
super proud of and just grateful for the 
opportunity that allowed me to come onto 
it. Incredible experience.

Was it clear when you were brought on that 
you’d be working on Black Is King also?
Nah, it wasn’t really like that. We didn’t really 
diagram all these things out. All we knew 
was that we had an important path that 
was gonna be meaningful, and we sought it 
out. And as it started taking shape, the ideas 
got bigger and bigger. It kinda self-evolved 
amongst itself to what it is today.n

“Technology has afforded so many opportunities. One side 

of me feels you should get your shit together first and then 

come holla at me. But there’s still the other side of it—as 

a person who loves the music, whatever is fire is what you 

should go after.”

Left to right: 
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