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it’s the first time i’m meeting david 
ivory at his Dylanava Studios in Gwynedd 
Valley, five miles northwest of Ambler,  
and his socks are covered in grass.  
Do I even have the right guy I’m thinking  
as I approach? Hopping out of a blue pick-
up truck, his long, sandy-colored hair and 
sleeveless shirt give him the appearance 
of a landscaper rather than a Grammy-
award winner whose resume includes 
producing and engineering albums for 
soulful artists like Patti LaBelle, the Roots 
and Erykah Badu. 
 “Hey, sorry, I’m just getting back from 
a NARAS meeting in L.A.,” Ivory says, 
clearly noticing I haven’t recognized  
the acronym. “You know, the National 
Academy of the Recording Arts and 
Sciences. They give out the Grammys.” 
Seems I’ve found the right guy. 
 Ivory leads us into his studio, a small 
converted garage just large enough for  
a recording booth and an L-shaped control 
room separated by a large glass window. 
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On the walls hang signed records from  
the musicians he’s worked with, flanking  
a large framed poster of Jimi Hendrix 
lighting his guitar on fire. “Can I get you  
a bottle of water?” Ivory asks me, looking 
like a man who needs to quench his thirst 
after finishing some chores. But it’s here, 
behind the console accented with seemingly 
endless knobs and controls, where his true 
work is performed.

the neo-soul revival
For the better part of the 1990s, Ivory worked 
not outside Philadelphia, but in the heart of 
the city, renting studio space at the legendary 
Sigma Sound. Known for a cadre of artists 
who released their creativity within its walls 
such as David Bowie, the O’Jays, the  
Jackson 5 and Madonna, more than 190 gold 
and platinum records have been produced 
at the corner of 12th and Race Streets. And 
while their reputation speaks for itself, 
Ivory also had a hand in crafting its legacy.

The Sunset Villians, 
flanking a seated  

David Ivory, are one  
of many bands that 

have benefitted  
from the producer’s 

studio magic.
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When artists like Badu and the Roots 
burst on to the music scene, their sound, 
borrowing from equal parts classic r&b  
and soul but with modern sensibilities 
and heartfelt lyricism, immediately struck 
a chord with eager audiences. Critics 
quickly dubbed the emerging genre neo-
soul. And Ivory was as the man behind the 
boards, if not the music. “I helped create 
the sound that people talked about; it 
came out of my recording room,” he says. 
“But we didn’t really know what we were 
doing at the time. There were artists in  
di!erent cities that were doing a similar 
kind of thing, but we really focused it, 
made it the sound for several records.”
 And while emerging music might seem 
like it’s cropping up virtually overnight, 
Ivory’s sound grew in collaboration 
between the men creating the music and 
the man capturing it. He recalls linking 
up with the Roots through a mutual 
attorney, who asked him to help the 

emerging hip-hop ensemble finish their 
debut album, Organix. Ivory agreed, and 
quickly developed a repertoire with the 
band. He wound up working on their next 
four albums, including the certified-gold 
and critically acclaimed Things Fall Apart.
 The early-to-mid 1990s were interesting 
times at Sigma, when any number of artists 
whose careers would later take flight were 
still forging their sounds and brushing 
elbows with one another. “I had a very 
small room at Sigma, nine by 12 feet at 
most,” Ivory says. “One late night, there 
was a jam session. Ahmir [Thompson, 
better known as Roots’ drummer ?uestlove] 
was there; Scott Storch and James Poyser 
were playing; and Erykah [Badu] and the 
Jazzyfatnastees were singing. Rahzel 
was beat-boxing, and both Common and 
D’Angelo were there. It was just a crazy 
night, man. Just a big jam.”
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David Ivory at work 
behind the boards 

in his Dylanava 
Studios.
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a changing landscape
At the end of the 1990s, Sigma Sound 
was sold and partially converted to an 
entertainment complex. Suddenly in need 
of a new studio, Ivory faced a professional 
and personal crossroads. He looked at 
a number of locations but settled on the 
three-acre Gwynedd Valley property to 
secure all of his passions in one place.  
“My kids were two, three and five at the 
time, and I didn’t want to be an absentee 
dad,” Ivory says. “I just happened across 
this location, and there’s a train nearby,  
so clients could come from the city.”
 The garage was already gutted. All 
Ivory had to do was erect walls and 
move his gear. He dubbed the studio 
Dylanava, a combination of Dylan, Lana, 
and Ava, the names of his three children. 
Nearby sits their home, a carriage house 
that he rents to tenants and a quaint 
cabin that doubles as an idea space 
with basic recording equipment for 
impromptu jam sessions.
 Changing locales has also changed 
Ivory’s outlook. He’s transitioned to 
recording more rock artists, where his 
career began. Growing up in Zieglerville, 
Pa., Ivory learned to play guitar from his 
brother and was booking gigs at local 
hotels by the age of 14. After graduating 
from Perkiomen Valley High School, 
Ivory found moderate success playing  
in a top-40 cover band.
 In order to try his hand at making 
original music—“That’s when it all went 
south,” he laughs—Ivory bought his own 
four-track recorder and quickly discovered 
a new passion. What started as recording 
friends snowballed into more projects, and 
the four-track grew into eight and then 16. 
“I felt like I had a really good sense of it 
all,” recalls Ivory, reflecting on his early 
days in the business. “My years of lessons, 
practicing and playing really paid o! for 
me in eventually growing into becoming 
a producer and engineer.”
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a rock ‘n’ roll renaissance
Since his move in 2000, Ivory has  
reinvigorated his career by working with 
emerging rock acts. He recalls another 
jam session that included Silvertide  
guitarist Nick Perri; singer-songwriter 
Christina Perri, Nick’s sister who climbed 
the U.S. charts with her single Jar of 
Hearts in 2010; and Lizzie Hale of Atlantic 
Records’ Halestorm. “They were all right 
here in this studio, just jamming, before 
any of them really did anything big,” 
Ivory says.
 These days, one of his most promising 
acts is the Sunset Villains, a band hailing  
from Hazleton, Pa. who have played 
locally at Puck Live in Doylestown and 
have a single in rotation at radio stations 
in Wilkes-Barre and Harrisburg. Pianist/
vocalist Donny Lombardo says Ivory’s 
strength as a producer is his inherent 
knowledge of how to approach each  
song and artist. “He’s very hands-on  
and always comes up with stu! that’s  
not super-typical,” he says. “He’ll find 
something that works great that you  
may have never heard before.”
 Asked if Ivory practices a hard-line  
or light-hearted method behind the 
board, Lombardo says it all depends  
on the situation. “When we were doing 
vocals for one song, he was pushing  
my brother [lead vocalist Christian  
Lombardo] really hard, but then he kept 
making jokes about him cuddling. I still 
don’t really know what he meant,”  
Lombardo says, laughing. “He was saying, 
‘If you don’t nail this vocal right now,  
I’m going to come in there.’ But you know 
he means it in a constructive way.”

continued on page 58…
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“I helped create the  
sound that people talked 
about; it came out of my  

recording room.” 
— David Ivory
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For more information, go online at:  
ivoryproductions.com 

davidivorypresents.com
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still pushing boundaries
As a producer and engineer for over 
three decades, it’s safe to assume that 
Ivory has a vested interest in the  
current state of the music industry. But 
that doesn’t mean he likes what he sees. 
“ Right now. there’s a lot of mediocre 
music out there, because anybody can 
make it,” Ivory notes. “Of course, you 
might think I would say that because 
of what I do. I just feel that you always 
want your music to sound the best it 
can and not rush anything just for the 
sake of having it out. The great stu! 
always rises to the top.”
 In helping to record, cultivate and 
promote the acts he works with, Ivory 
hosts a monthly showcase at Puck Live, 
highlighting some of the brightest 
and best talent in the area. Providing 
both opportunities for bands to craft 
their live show and music lovers from 
across the region to discover new 
talent, David Ivory Presents recently 
inked a deal with Comcast to film the 
performances and make them available 
via their Xfinity On Demand service. 
The next performance and taping is 
scheduled for Sept. 21. 
 Through a combination of dedication,  
hard work and talent, Ivory has  
established himself as a trusted, creative 
dynamo in the studio. And whether it 
was his earliest four-track recordings 
for friends or Grammy nods and gold 
records, it’s the same spirit that both 
transforms records and puts grass on his 
socks. “There’s this mentality right now 
that all music should just be free,” Ivory 
says. “And that kind of sucks, because  
I make a living from it. I certainly feel 
I’ve earned that.”

For more information, go online at:  
ivoryproductions.com 
davidivorypresents.com
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