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Hard in the Paint: how the Atlanta Hawks learned to love hip-hop again 

By Christina Lee 

When the Atlanta Hawks played the Oklahoma City Thunder on 30 November a Philips Arena, the first 

press conference that night wasn’t with a basketball player. Instead Atlanta rapper Jeezy weighed in 

onKobe Bryant’s retirement announcement, while reminiscing over Hawks superstar Dominique Wilkins 

performances during the late 80s and early 90s. He argued that his 2008 song Put On would make a 

great Hawks theme and sported a t-shirt with his face on it alongside a Hawks logo on the sleeve. 

Inside Philips Arena, the rapper’s own logo – an angry snowman – was projected on to the court, in 3-D 

and at nearly 30 feet tall, as Jeezy performed at halftime and after the game. The former was broadcast 

live, at the Philips Arena gift shops sold Jeezy’s T-shirt and new album Church in the Streets by the 

bundle. But the NBA franchise wasn’t always so keen to make rap stars part of the furniture. 

In September 2014, the Hawks published a 2012 email by then-owner Bruce Levenson. He wondered if 

home game attendance was low because the team couldn’t attract white males ages 33 to 55. “My 

theory is that the black crowd scared away the whites,” he said, singling out the hip-hop played at the 

arena as a factor. The email arrived a few months after Clippers owner Donald Sterling was ousted, 

because he was caught on tape telling his girlfriend “In your lousy fucking Instagrams, you don’t have to 

have yourself with, walking with black people”. People such as Magic Johnson. 

The email was just the latest instance of “hip-hop culture” clashing with the NBA. In the 90s Michigan’s 

Fab Five stormed the NCAA with long shorts, black Nike sneakers, trash talk and a flashier playing style 

influenced by street ball and rap. In the 90s, former commissioner David Stern implemented a league-

wide dress code that banned XXXL T-shirts, baggy jeans and Timbalands from being worn courtside (it 

was dubbed “the A.I. rule” for its rumored target – 76ers franchise star Allen Iverson). While some 

league higher-ups and sportswriters have historically feared a “hip-hop mentality” taking over the sport. 

Rather than repeat NBA history, though, the Hawks chose to embrace hip-hop instead. 

The week before the Oklahoma game, Steve Koonin is wearing sunglasses inside his downtown 

office. This isn’t to copy the rappers who come through, he insists: “I’m a wuss who got his eyes dilated 

and can’t see.” But his vision is clear when it comes to how the Hawks needed to embrace rather than 

reject their city’s connection to rap. When he talks the NBA’s relationship with hip-hop he speaks from 

firsthand experience. 

Before he became CEO and part-owner of the Hawks last April, he was Coca-Cola’s vice president of 

consumer marketing. From the late 90s to early 00s he saw Sprite become the official drink of the NBA, 

its ads featuring the likes of Mos Def. This was as OutKast and Jermaine Dupri informed the city’s 

cultural identity, paving the way for artists who have sat courtside at Philips: T.I., Jeezy, 2 Chainz. 

“What they’ve lacked here is local accountability, and that’s where I’m going to come in,” Koonin said 

to Grantland of the Hawks. “To be more accountable, and to be part of the community.” 

“I don’t look at the world through my prism,” Koonin says. “I look at it through my audience – that’s one 

of the things TV taught me.” 



 

 

 

As a lifelong Atlanta resident, Koonin gets how local rappers have inspired hometown pride. In order to 

book them for Hawks games, however, he relies on Peter Sorckoff. When he was a director of games 

starting in 2003, Sorckoff worked alongside Ryan Cameron, radio veteran and Hawks PA announcer of 

the past decade. Through Cameron, who had interns like Ludacris at Atlanta’s first rap station Hot 97.5, 

Sorckoff met local hip-hop figures like Chaka Zulu, co-founder of Luda’s label Disturbing Tha Peace, and 

Hannah Kang, general manager at T.I.’s label Grand Hustle. He also helped hire Sir Foster, the organist 

who fields Twitter requests to play songs like Future’s March Madness at games. 

“The more I started to learn about who some of the artists were and what their inspirations were and 

what their backgrounds were, it became really fascinating,” Sorckoff says. “These people feel really 

passionate about these guys, but people don’t feel really passionate about us.” 

No one argued with Levenson’s point about home game attendance; the Hawks have struggled to 

cultivate a loyal fan base since before he owned the team. “Atlanta has galvanized itself around big 

events, big conventions, big concerts,” says Brad Rowland, writer for Peachtree Hoops. “The Hawks have 

never felt like an event – a big deal. They play 41 home games, and that’s it.” 

But the rest of Levenson’s remarks didn’t make sense to those who work closest with the team now. 

This included Cameron, who was a season ticket holder before he became the PA announcer. “Everyone 

in that email, I had a great relationship with,” he said. “Imagine having a great relationship with 

somebody, then finding out that they’re not a fan of you or what you do.” 

During his first season in 2009 with the Hawks, Sir Foster’s favorite songs to play were OJ da Juiceman’s 

Make the Trap Say Aye, Waka Flocka Flame’s Hard in Da Paint and Gucci Mane’s Wasted. “My hip-hop 

based setlists have never really been an issue that I’ve known of,” he says. “I’ve always gotten a great 

fan response, whether it was with older people or five-year-olds. It was one of the reasons why that 

email surprised me.” 

Going into the 2014-15 season, Koonin and Sorckoff agreed that the team’s priority wasn’t business, and 

certainly not as Levenson envisioned. It was to re-establish trust with the city. What they did next 

responded directly to that email. 

Sorckoff called the Hawks broadcasting partner Fox SportSouth, now Fox Sports Southeast. Jeff 

Genthner, senior vice president and general manager, agreed to move commercial breaks around so 

that they could broadcast the pregame and halftime shows live. 

Jeezy at the Atlanta Hawks Photograph: Atlanta Hawks 

Sorckoff then called T.I.’s label Grand Hustle. Years ago, Grand Hustle general manager Kang had pitched 

former owners the Atlanta Spirit a campaign that would align the Hawks with its homegrown hip-hop: “I 

Am the A.” (“Why aren’t we utilizing the T.I.s, the Jeezys, the Jermaine Dupris?” she remembers 

thinking.) That never got off the ground, though T.I. did end up performing at two Hawks games, in 2007 

and 2009. This time the team wanted T.I. to perform pregame, halftime and postgame shows during the 

2014 season opener; he would bring out Young Thug for radio hit About the Money. 

Advertisement 

Koonin filmed a promo for that game with T.I. The Hawks CEO had envisioned the two of them as 

furniture salesmen, though the part where “Stevie K” says “Fo shizzle” wasn’t scripted. It made the cut, 

went on YouTube and embarrassed his adult children. 



 

 

 

That game sold out. Months later 2 Chainz – who had a fledgling basketball career – performed and 

played Wilkins in a game of H.O.R.S.E, while Ludacris brought out Jermaine Dupri for Welcome to 

Atlanta. Rich Homie Quan did the following season’s opener, while Big Boi and Phantogram’s Big Grams 

made its live Atlanta debut. Koonin almost did the Nae Nae on camera to promote upcoming guest 

Silento, but his children – stung by his previous outing – protested. Meanwhile, he has seen $18 tickets 

quadruple in price on resale sites, the day that the Hawks hosts such concerts. 

“The day we had Big Boi, the walk-in price was $75 on StubHub and there were literally 3,000 tickets 

sold that day,” he says. 

No one would argue that these concerts worked alone to help Hawks sell out its fourth consecutive 

season opener and 20 consecutive games as of 27 October, to draw bigger ratings from millennials than 

in previous years. Wins draw crowds most reliably, and last season the Hawks were Eastern Conference 

finalists for the first time in franchise history. New uniforms and those court projections were also part 

of the face lift. 

 Sir Foster plays Wiz Khalifa’s Black and Yellow 

“This is almost a case study on how a local team and a local team’s rights holder can collaborate, not just 

on music but on creating a bigger, fuller entertainment package in an arena that then gets transferred 

on to the telecast,” says Jeff Genthner, senior vice president and general manager at Fox Sports 

Southeast. “I’ve been doing this for a long time, and it’s very exciting to work with the Hawks on these 

types of things.” 

But as Rowland wrote for Peachtree Hoops, to witness these changes has been to see Atlanta reflected 

inside Philips Arena: “Now, we had a Grammy Award winner appearing on three different occasions in 

the same night, a jam-packed building despite a mediocre opponent with no ‘star’ appeal and the best 

player in recent franchise history back in his natural habitat. To drive the point home, this was a 

confluence of everything that makes the franchise, and the city, unique and fantastic.” 

An hour prior to Monday’s game, where Kang and 2 Chainzsat courtside, that confluence was starting to 

form inside Philips Arena. Big Tigger, of BET’s Rap City and now at V-103, was at the turntables. Sir 

Foster rehearsed Ciara’s Body Party on the organ, while Ryan Cameron sat at the scorer’s table. 

Meanwhile, I asked Jeezy at the press conference whether he thinks Hawks rebounded from last year’s 

controversy. “I’m not very familiar from the situation. But I can just tell you that as a representative of 

the city and as a resident, life goes on. We continue to play ball and make music. It didn’t really stop 

them.” 

You could hear him try to find his words. But he didn’t have to understand what happened. The Hawks 

made sure of it. 

 

 

  


