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“Jay-Z the artist? Love him. Jay-Z the president? Worst nigga in the fucking universe,” snapped Joe Budden. Not everyone can separate the two (artist vs. President), or speak from first hand experience (Def Jam employee). Jumpoff Joe  from Jersey City is one of the few who can.

“I’m not really sure about what happened [with Def Jam]. As of today, officially I’m not off. But I am off because they released me.” Sound confusing? It is. When asked about his current contract and status Joe’s answers may have seemed evasive, but they weren’t. It isn’t always that simple. It just seemed to highlight the limbo-land of many artists, signed, producing music, and yet not dropping albums. Especially those caught in Def Jam’s web. He has his suspicions about why it didn’t drop, but without that hard evidence, he won’t put it out there. While he doesn’t hold Jay-Z directly responsible for holding it up, he believes as president Hova could have done more to put things in motion.

And what about the rumored second album that was recorded and never released? “By now, it has come out,” said Joe. Whether the tracks appeared on Mood Muzik 2 or other various outlets the album has come out, just in pieces.


Weighing the different options, fielding phone calls from labels chasing him as opposed to chasing the labels, all while debating whether he just wants to sign the paperwork to get off Def Jam without holding them accountable for holding up his work, are all questions that Joe is sorting out.


This all comes as Regular Joe is about to release the highly awaited Mood Muzik 3. And despite going against the contemporary grain of what would seem like questionable timing, the timing couldn’t be better. What could be a more valuable bargaining chip then setting the streets and internet on fire with MM3? One could make an argument about it being one of the most highly anticipated mixtapes. Ever. Most artist mixtapes fall in one of two categories: trying to get a deal or about to drop an album. But Joe doesn’t fit into either of these. He had thought about dropping it last year, but with the whole label situation… “Honestly? To be unsigned and be able to do this Mood Muzik shit as my own shit, and just release some music… It’s as if this big ass burden has been lifted off my shoulders. I’m enjoying the time.”


He figures that Mood Muzik 3 will buy him negotiating time while he decides and sorts out the label offers. The ideal is to have that worked out in early ’08, and have an album out before the fourth quarter. He will be going into a deal having a virtual catalog of records all ready done, just never released. What? You thought just because you hadn’t heard or seen him that the dude was sleeping? Never that.


 Say you are some record exec, which just might mean you are slightly clueless and out of touch with both the current state of the music industry, and what’s poppin’ in the hip-hop game these days. But your people are telling you about this kid Joe Buddens, or Mouse, or Jumpoff Joe, or Regular Joe, whatever they call him… Off of Def Jam, he has the internet going crazy, the streets are talking, recent beef with one of his former friend’s, and he’s a free agent. What would it take to court him? Pay attention. The Clipse just signed with Columbia and will own the masters of their work with the Re-Up Gang. Many artists seem to be fleeing the majors to sign with indie labels that offer more freedom and contracts structured differently and less conventional then what previous decades in the music business have dictated. So what would it take to entice this Joe guy? What is it he is looking for? (Because what you are looking for at this point, means less than you are used to…)


“The label. I don’t need a whole bunch of money up front. I don’t need as big an advance, I don’t need a big recording budget…” said Joe. “I want to see your head of street team. I want to see the head A&R. I want to see your radio staff. I want to see every nigga that’s in this label, and I want to talk to them.” That’s what you would say is experience talking.


And Mood Muzik 3 is set to gain him leverage to go with that hard won experience. “We have pretty much accomplished a lot of things with a ‘mixtape’, aside from a mixtape award, which I could give two fucks about.” The consumers aren’t the only ones who are aware of the watered-down quality of mixtapes these days. “I don’t respect none of them niggas that’s on these mixtapes! These niggas can’t rap. The mixtape doesn’t stand for what it once stood for.” Co-sign.

Even rappers end up telling their own variations of the “back when I was growing up/ when I was your age, I had to ______” stories when it comes to mixtapes. “When I started coming out, everybody wanted to get on a mixtape. That’s where you went when you wanted the real, when you wanted the raw, when you wanted that street shit that you couldn’t find no where else.” Co-sign.

And what follows is the inevitable walk down old-school mixtape memory lane. “I got freestyles from the Lox, from McGruff, from old shit you not gonna find nowhere these days. From old Doo-Wops to old Clues. There’s gems on these shits. Then shit started getting watered down and DJs started taking money so when you get to track seventeen or eighteen, you hear niggas that’s horrible!” Again, co-sign.

There is little debate that Joe Budden has been embraced by the internet, and that the internet has embraced him. On more than one occasion, verbal shots have been fired in his direction accusing him of having more e-fame than street fame. Whether or not that is true, what is true is that he acknowledges with the decline of mixtapes, he has turned to the internet. “Where else can you go to not stay Tri-State?” after acknowledging the frustrations of the label not backing him, and lamenting the quality of mixtapes. But despite his perceived quality of the mixtape game, he still checks for it. “I’m a rapper. I still need to know what’s happening... The Dedication, all the Gangsta Grillz, Styles P mixtapes, Sigel’s mixtapes… When niggas start going into the studio and doing that? I listen to it like an album. But as far as just going to check for a nigga’s shit? No.”

But having said all that, just before completing Mood Muzik 3, Budden suddenly found himself appearing on several mixtapes that weren’t of the Mood Muzik variety. Alongside, but not on the same track as, his former A-Team member Ransom, these former crewmates faced-off and exchanged a barrage of dis tracks that appeared all over the internet and mixtapes. While hesitant to call it beef at first, Joe felt it necessary to defend himself. “The Joe Budden track record shows that the minute a nigga says ‘Joe Budden’ on a record, the very next day, if not the same day, I’m on your ass.” At first, Joe simply wanted to respond to what Ransom was putting out there. But with every exchange, every blow trying to cut a little deeper, the one-up-manship that permeates Joe’s character, couldn’t just let it slide. And as usual, Joe rose to the occasion. The first shot fired by Ransom, “Kid Brother”, and struck Budden as silly. Why not reach out on the phone if he had beef? That’s in fact, what happened. The two talked on the phone and it was shrugged off by Joe, but not before he fired back with “Heart of the City”. And then suddenly there was round two, followed by a third. Ransom seemed to be over his head as Joe broke him off with a hundred bars and then a hundred seventy five. Joe is quick to dismiss Ran’s last effort, and despite saying he wouldn’t respond after “Heart of the City” he did. But he won’t respond to Ransom’s “The End of Joe”, and so far, he is a man of his word. At the end of the day, Joe insists that he cares for Ransom’s well-being, and if he died he would show up at his funeral. And Ransom will still appear on MM3. Granted, there may be that extra skit in there aimed at his former partner, but the verse stays. In the future? “You will never hear Joe Budden and Ransom on a track again.”

It has to be difficult to be attacked by those within your own camp. It’s not the first time, and it certainly won’t be the last time. Now the only dudes he fucks with musically are dudes he would be able to get along with. And who does Joe mention first? Interestingly enough: Saigon. “I don’t fuck with the images and the gimmicks and the facades. Everything I see and read about Saigon is who I know Saigon to be. Love him for it. He’s genuine.” This was a mere few weeks before Saigon took offense to a punchline from a Budden verse ( …I hit and run like Saigon ) and went on the attack. If you have missed that back and forth, go get your internet on. It is clear from what Joe has said about Sai-giddy both before and after, that his intention wasn’t to take a shot at Sai, but clearly that’s the way the Yardfather has taken it. Time will tell which route these two take. There is no doubt either will be ready for anything.

Joe Budden has a lot on the table right now. Learning from the past, making moves for the future, and enjoying his present. Labels, deals, mixtapes, albums, relevancy, beef. And while there are no guarantees, there are some things are for certain. Jersey? Yes. Jumpoffs? Certainly. Regular? No way.

