
[image: cover]


[image: title]


CONTENTS

TITLE PAGE

INTRODUCTION

1979–1982 WHAT YOU HEAR IS NOT A TEST

1982–1987 LOVE BOUGHT YOU CLOTHES

1987–1992 BACK IS THE INCREDIBLE

1992–1997 WHILE I GET MY PROPER SWERVE ON

1997–2002 DARE ME TO DRIVE?

2002–2007 EXCUSE ME, MISS, I FORGOT YOUR NAME

2007–2012 PULL UP IN THE MONSTER

2012–2017 PROMISE THAT YOU WILL SING ABOUT ME

2017–2022 THE ROYCE GOT NO ROOF

2023 NO TIME TO JOKE AROUND

2073 EPILOGUE: BREAK OF DAWN—
 INTRODUCTION TO HIP-HOP IS STILL HISTORY

HIP-HOP SONGS I ACTUALLY LISTEN TO

AFTER THE CREDITS …

A NOTE ABOUT THE AUTHORS

COPYRIGHT


INTRODUCTION

I am writing from the summer of 2023, the year that has been officially designated as the fiftieth anniversary of hip-hop.

The designation stems from the date, mythic but also real, of an August 11, 1973, back-to-school party in the Bronx, held in the rec room of an apartment building at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue, planned by a Jamaican-born teen named Cindy Campbell (she made the decorations and made up a pricing structure—a quarter for girls for admission, fifty cents for boys, and concessions that included seventy-five-cent hot dogs) and featuring Cindy’s older brother Clive, nicknamed “Kool Herc” as a result of his imposing physical stature (“Herc” was short for “Hercules”), furnishing entertainment that consisted of a DJ set in which he spun funk records using a novel technique that foregrounded the beats (or breakbeats), isolating them and repeating them in ways that not only provided a new space for dancers (or breakdancers) but also constructed a frame over which Herc could stretch extended raps or commentaries.

I have my quibbles with picking this date as a birth date, for reasons I will explain, but no one can question the fact of hip-hop’s birth, because no one can question what followed: decades of innovation, achievement, energy, artistry, and history, meaning decades of life. History is never simple. It’s layers upon layers. But what exactly is this miraculous, mercurial genre that has given so much to me and so many other artists, and to which we are trying in turn to give something back?

Big question. Long answer to follow.

The story begins just after Thanksgiving of 2022, leftover turkey still in the refrigerator. My manager Shawn Gee and the television producers Jesse Collins and Dionne Harmon came to me. They had a question: “The Grammys want to do something for Hip-Hop 50. Would you lead it? How do you feel about putting something together?”

I am the king of “yes,” and the victim of it, too. Out of muscle memory and habit I agree to a job before I think about what it actually involves, what I’m getting myself into, and what I might need to get myself out of. “Of course,” I said. “No problem whatsoever. I can do this in my sleep.”

But sleep was exactly what didn’t happen. I got right to work trying to tell the story of the genre, first by building playlists and sourcing history. I knew I would need headliners, big artists, and I would also need important artists who might not have sold quite as much, not to mention artists of the moment. That meant Jay-Z, Snoop Dogg, Public Enemy, Drake, Griselda, Cardi B, Coi Leray, Coast Contra, Jack Harlow, Meek Mill, and all points in between. About five hours into the sourcing, it felt daunting, but with a window of possibility. About ten hours into the sourcing, I realized that the segment—whatever it ended up being—had to have a time limit, and that this fact created a second fact, which was that I would have to demote some artists and cut others out. I would have to make hard choices and play favorites. This whole thing, which had the potential to be a landmark event, could also result in angry faces in a ring around me. Was I being set up for failure? Instantly, I felt a twinge of regret for having said yes.

In truth, it was an accumulated twinge. I had, the previous March, won the Oscar for directing Summer of Soul, a documentary about the Harlem Cultural Festival, also known as the Black Woodstock. I created the movie in a relatively calm atmosphere that was ironically enabled by the broad international crisis of pandemic. I was doing different things, living upstate, sketching on weekend mornings, getting further into meditation. But in the wake of the Oscar, I was also in demand. People were seeking me out to direct more movies. I said yes to one offer and yes to a second, and before I knew it I was down for a half dozen commitments. I remember a conversation with my ex-girlfriend, one of the last ones before we broke up. She was dismayed. “You learned absolutely nothing in the last two years,” she said. “You told me that the less work you do and the more time you have to breathe, the more the stars aligned. You were working only on the things you wanted, and that felt good.”

“Right,” I said.

“So what’s with all the new work?” she said. “You basically just regressed. You relapsed the way a drug addict would. Pandemic was calm in a way but when real life came back you went right back to hiding in your work.” She started to say something else but stopped. What she said instead was devastating. “I guess you’ll have space and time for this relationship in, like, 2032.”

Then and there, I told myself I would never again agree to do anything without taking time to assess it first, to see what the time-management landscape looked like, to think about who other than myself might be affected.

But she was right to tell me that I was wrong, and I was wrong to think that I would listen to myself, and here I was having committed to a Hip-Hop 50 Grammy tribute that had the potential to burn a bunch of bridges while I was standing on them. One of the bridges that it started to burn was the relationship itself. The 2032 estimate now looked optimistic. That relationship, which had spanned the pandemic, started to end, and I did what she knew I’d do all along. I moved forward into more work. Specifically, I started on the Grammy tribute project. I made a demo. I put together an audio map of the hip-hop genre over the half century from 1973, going from the earliest Bronx DJing to Jimmy Castor to “Apache” and moving through all of it, every song and artist I loved, all the ones I listed above and all the ones I didn’t, until I got to GloRilla or Ice Spice or whoever I thought best represented 2023. I made what I thought were all the hard choices. By the time I was finished, it was thirty-three minutes and forty-two seconds. I knew that the Grammys weren’t going to give me that much time but maybe I could get close. I called Jesse and Dionne and asked them how long I would have.

“Ten minutes,” they said. “Maybe eleven.”

I thought they were joking. I was sure they were joking. How could anyone pare down the entire half century to a segment that short? On top of everything else it would require me to deliver disappointment to artists, telling some that I could use only a snippet of their greatest songs, telling others that I couldn’t use them at all. And what about the artists who were no longer sharp performers, or who I knew wouldn’t be warmly received on TV or social media? Would I have to write them out of history entirely? That’s when it hit me: they had suckered me into being the bad cop!!! “Is that why you came to me? To make me the bad cop?!?!”

They started laughing. But the laughing didn’t last that long. “These things that you’re bringing up,” they said, “sound like YPs instead of OPs.” Meaning: your problem, instead of our problem.

A day later I called Dionne back. I had worked with her on the Oscars when I was the de facto orchestra and a quasi host. I gave her a level-with-me talk. “Even though I’m a creative I am also a suit,” I said. “So don’t shield me like I’m an artist. Tell me the truth. How much time do I really have?”

“Ten to eleven,” she said.

“Come on,” I said. “You can tell me.”

“I am telling you,” she said. “There are other parts of this celebration. We’re going to give Dr. Dre an award. You have ten to eleven minutes for your segment.”

Jesse and Dionne are the Ashford and Simpson of production. I know when to go to Dad for some things and Mom for some other things. I rolled out my appeal. “Dionne,” I said, “I need you to come through for me. You gotta find me five more minutes. Can you give another segment a haircut?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said.

She called me back the next morning. “I’ve got good news and—”

“You didn’t say bad news,” I said.

“I got you more time,” she said.

“How much? Seventeen? Sixteen? Eighteen?”

“You have thirteen minutes,” she said. She delivered the news like she had gone out and gotten venison that was going to feed the household for a month. It was spoken in triumph and a kind of finality.

In the wake of that call, I thought about reindeer games. I always do. It’s one of the metaphors I have used more than almost any other. The Roots, since our inception, often felt that hip-hop was a party and we were invited late or not at all. We didn’t get to participate in everything that it had to offer, even though we had the talent and the desire. Gatekeepers turned us away for one reason or another: not perceived as hard enough, not making the right kinds of hits at the right time. Being Rudolph came to be my skeleton key for everything. In this situation, though, I wasn’t Rudolph. I was Santa. I was the gatekeeper.

The first challenge was to see who I could entice to participate. A tribute is a strange beast. Each artist gets only a little time onstage, and no artist feels like he or she has any real time in the spotlight. Given that, how do you make a pitch to any artist to give up a workday for two or three bars or even three words? Not to mention how would I figure out for myself who to include and who to leave off my wish list? The way I wanted to do the tribute was chronological, which eliminated some of the ego, but not all of it, in part because there was so much of it.

Shawn Gee had a thought early on. “This is what you do,” he said. “You represent one demographic. You pick one New York god, one LA god, one Midwest god, one from Atlanta, one from Texas.” Easier said than done. Who was New York? Was it Big Daddy Kane? Was it KRS-One? Rakim? I did at least a week and a half of distilling and got it down to a fair and decent representation. Then the asks went out. Lots of people were instant no, right out of the gate. Some of it I understood. They were on tour already, or were on a movie set. And there were more than a few fuck-the-Grammys nos as well. The amount of bridge-burning that rappers feel the Grammys have done to them over the years creates and extends that idea. I got it, at some level—the respect hasn’t always been there from the Academy—but if I got that call I would have been like Sonny the Cuckoo from the Cocoa Puffs commercial.

Even when I understood the demurrals, I didn’t necessarily accept them. I worked on people. To teach myself, I pulled up the We Are the World documentary (the original, not the “Al Jarreau is a crazy mofo” version) and watched it twice to see how Quincy Jones operated. What were the words he used? What was his tone? He reprimanded some of the stars, went rough on others, brought people together. I started to adopt Quincy’s language. I broke out, “We’re coming together for the culture,” and, “Let’s check our egos at the door.” There was a broader argument, too, the one that I made in Things Fall Apart and Summer of Soul, which was that we don’t want a disposable Black culture. We don’t want everything we made to fall by the wayside.

None of it worked. As a matter of fact, I had even more drama on my hands. The process of inviting groups started to work—or not work—the way that the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame worked. Lots of these groups hadn’t been groups for decades. Some hadn’t been in each other’s presence that long. And in some cases, the original group’s name had been transferred to members who hadn’t been part of the original picture. That was another can of whoop-ass that had the potential to be opened right on my head. I was reporting hourly to the Grammy group thread, telling them that in addition to working out production and song choice, we were juggling dozens of egos. I made two requests: first, that we were going to need extra security, not just because of beef between rappers but because of beef within groups; and second, that we were going to need a life coach to talk people off the ledge.

And there were ledges. I almost climbed onto one myself when I heard the news, a few weeks after I started putting out asks, that LL Cool J was moving forward with his own version of a fiftieth anniversary tribute. His genesis was almost comically straightforward. He was at a party and had a conversation with the president of CBS, who brought up the concept, sparked to the idea of LL running it, and told him to have a good evening. It was like the movie Boomerang, where Lady Eloise (played by Eartha Kitt) runs her cosmetics empire without exactly running the company. At the top tier, wishes are articulated, but no plans are put in place. I heard a little bit about the LL version, but I figured that it would dissipate, which is why I was unprepared when Jesse called together the entire team for an announcement: “Guys, we have a situation on their hands,” he said. “Apparently, LL Cool J has been promised that it would be his segment.” Moans and groans all around. “We kind of have to share the moment with him.”

The news landed on me like a brick. I was already dealing with the headache of how to chop my half hour down to thirteen minutes, and here was a new element (LLement?). It was explained to us that LL was willing to work together, but I knew him, and knew what kind of strong alpha figure he was. What flashed into my head was a quote from Friday: “It’s just like it’s both ours.” My first thought was to text Shawn to tell him it wasn’t going to work, that I needed to drop out. But my baby/bathwater instincts got to me. I don’t like throwing away work that’s already done. And when I reached out to LL, he didn’t make an alpha move. Instead he was gracious enough to hit me right back and ask after my thoughts. I gave him my mix. “This is great,” he said. “Let’s roll with this.”

Meanwhile, actual negotiations were still in progress. Sometimes I was going to the artists, other times assistants or managers. I had never seen a world so built on defense. What I mean by that is that during a week of conversations, I never saw a single proactive creative decision made. Rather, everything was a reaction to someone else’s decision. “Who all going to be there?” was the most common question I heard. I knew why: they wanted me to make adjustments to remove the people they found unsavory. I tried to accommodate. I went back to Mom and Dad. We made calls to management or label heads. Sometimes we managed to get the water under the bridge. Sometimes we had to push people out to keep someone else’s peace. That was just the seating arrangements, the way you’d work out a wedding between two warring families. Then there were secondary questions: “How many dancers does blah blah blah have?” I should have said, “I signed an NDA and I can’t say.” But my naive ass answered, and that led directly to games of chicken, hints that maybe an artist wouldn’t show up. It was like a scene from an 80s action movie where the hero had to solve a Rubik’s Cube before the building exploded. I did, barely, just in time for rehearsals. My partner in music direction for the event, Jazzy Jeff, worked with me to get the band ready for the medley, first in Electric Lady in New York. Then we went west to SIR Studios in Los Angeles. We had four days to go.

Much of rehearsals was just as fun as you would expect. LL Cool J and Run are storytelling geniuses, and they showed it off regularly. They could have a Prairie Home Companion of hip-hop folklore. Just one example: LL named Chung King Studios. It used to be John King Studios, but there was a dope Chinese restaurant around the corner. One day LL looked up from his take-out carton. “You should call this place Chung King,” he said. “I only come here because of the food.”

But that didn’t mean that it went smoothly. The four-day rush to the Grammys was cut in half by logistics, meaning that we spent two full days mapping out entrances and exits for vocalists, making sure that Eighties Rapper X didn’t run into her nemesis on the way out of the building. We had two artists drop out because of COVID and another with a family issue. We had stuck-in-their-ways rappers who resisted in-ear monitors, which made it impossible for them to hear as I counted in the track. And then we had one particular artist who we were sure had sent a body double. This performer showed up in a full-face mask and sunglasses. Me and Jeff wondered if it was really who it was supposed to be. “I’m going to go and find out,” I said.

The security guard stopped me. “Nah,” he said.

“Hi,” I said. “I’m Questlove. I’m the musical director of the event.”

“I know who you are,” he said.

“I just want to powwow,” I said. “I talked to the manager, the assistant. But not once to the actual artist.”

The security guard took a beat. “Yeah,” he said. “Nah. That can’t happen.” All the while, the artist is there in the back corner of the room, hoodie, sunglasses. To this day I am still not sure whether we got the real artist or a hired double.

Suddenly it was game time. Grammy night. First Lady Jill Biden was a presenter at the awards, and any time you have someone presidential, whether White House or White House–adjacent, you have to go through a certain level of sweeping just to get in the building. Historically speaking, rappers and metal detectors are not good friends. Off the top of my head, I can think of at least four acts that have had crippling things happen to their careers because of metal detectors. Working out that whole mess was endless. It exhausted me, but it also gave me one of the greatest laughs of my life, when Stro Elliot turned to me and said, “We’ve seen this before”—pause—“30 Rock.” He was talking about the episode where Liz Lemon briefly dates a conservative Black guy, decides she doesn’t like him, and tries to tank the relationship by bringing him to the Source Awards, where she thinks she can prove both that she is not racist and that he is unpleasant. Everything that happened in that episode happened on Grammy night, but it wasn’t on my mind until Stro mentioned it. Even thinking about it now gets me laughing. Thank you, Stro.

The last rapper cleared security. I finally made it to relaxation. I could rest for a bit, put clothes on, walk the red carpet, tell a joke to Taylor Swift, and go to my table, where I was sitting with Jazzy Jeff, Shawn, Tariq, his wife Michelle, some others. I wanted to just chill out and see Bad Bunny, who was opening the show with performances of “El Apagón” and “Después de la Playa.” The second I leaned back in my seat, my phone buzzed. I looked at Shawn to see that he was going for his phone, too. Both of us had gotten Code Red texts that we needed to report to the directors’ booth all-caps-and-nine-exclamation-points IMMEDIATELY!!!!!!!!!

Shawn got up and went. But I couldn’t move. It wasn’t because of fatigue. It was because of where I was sitting. Bad Bunny wasn’t performing onstage per se. The way the tables were set up, he was playing in the space between the tables. I was in the camera’s eyeline. They sent a crew guy out to me, and Jesse started guiding him, like Ving Rhames in Mission: Impossible. “Weave around camera fourteen. Go behind Beyoncé, quick. Now bend down.” It took seven minutes to join Shawn and Jesse in the booth.

“What’s the emergency?” I said.

“Well,” one of the Grammy guys said. The way he said it, I knew that it was bad news. “One of your acts is already en route home. He felt disrespected because one of the security people disrespected someone in his party.”

“Let me talk to them.”

“You’re not hearing me,” the guy said. “He’s en route.”

My brain was catching up, slowly. “What exactly happened?”

Evidently this said rapper was late getting to his table, and he got caught in the Bad Bunny sight line cross fire. A security guard stopped him with a hand. “You can’t be roaming like this,” he told the rapper. Somehow the guard’s hand also found its way into the vicinity of the rapper’s girlfriend’s breasts. Groping was alleged. “Fuck this,” the rapper said, and left.

I couldn’t accept that one of my acts had vanished. Jesse and Shawn and I called the CEO of his label, his manager, his friends. We called everyone but Barack Obama to beg him to please turn around and come through. But by the time we reached anyone he was back at his Calabasas mansion watching the telecast. An hour and fifteen minutes to stage, and we were down a man.

I had to talk to six different parties to clip the missing rapper’s performance segment. But it was a live show. I had to wait for commercial, then run to the light person and explain that hey, after this performance, before this one, we have to delete these cues on your computer. Then I had to run to the pyro person and give the same explanation, except that I had to wait because the commercial was over. At the next commercial it was off to the choreographer, who had to break the news to some soon-to-be-heartbroken backup dancers. Then the graphics person, then the camera person. It took me forty-seven minutes to make the rounds to each person to eliminate forty-three seconds of the medley. All the while, I was getting pissed. This person was not being considerate of the fact that when you head home, it’s not just about you. There are other considerations. There are nothing but other considerations. The only silver lining was that I could now bring the medley in under thirteen minutes without much trouble.

It was 6:55 (West Coast time) by the time that nightmare dissipated. Then the nominees for Best Rap Album of the Year were read. One of them was Kendrick Lamar, meaning that the winner was Kendrick Lamar. Anyone should have been able to predict that. Pulitzer Prize–winning Kendrick Lamar? It doesn’t take much to know that he has it sewn up. Which, of course, came to pass. But one of the other nominees? He didn’t have the gift of foresight. He was pissed. He wanted to go. He was, of course, one of the rappers in the medley. “No, no,” I said. “Please be considerate of your favorite artists. You don’t know how much trouble even one small change can cause. It took me forty-seven mi—” I blinked and he was gone. Didn’t even let me get the full sentence out. The full word, even.

Now it was 7:04. I was supposed to be dressed and in my spot at 7:13. I knew exactly what to do. “I need four minutes,” I said. I found a closet backstage in the arena. I ran into it and then out. “I need a chair.”

“What are you doing?” Jesse said. He looked stricken.

“I need to go in there and meditate so I don’t panic.”

I sat in the closet and went to YouTube to do an exercise called Breath of Fire. Over the pandemic, I had done breath work and meditating, and I had learned that fear and excitement are the same thing, more or less, with the only difference being that fear was excitement without breathing. When you take breathing away you are in the grip of your fear. When you breathe, you convert it to excitement. I did Breath of Fire for three minutes while the people outside the door stood looking at each other like I was fucking crazy. I could hear their judgment through the door.

I was out of there twenty seconds early. Already people were yelling, “Places.” I ignored them. “This is what we’re going to do,” I said. “We’re going to get in touch with Lil Uzi Vert.” Even though he was from Philadelphia, I didn’t know him well enough to text him. To reach him, I was going to text either Jay-Z or DJ Drama, a fellow Philadelphian who was part of his label. I played it through in my head, trying to figure out who was the less likely rejection. Jay, I knew, was the king of the no, so I texted Drama instead. “Hey,” I wrote, “I got two minutes and thirty seconds left. Please give me the number of whoever is sitting next to Uzi.” I have learned over the years that you never go to directly to the artist. You go to the person who has his ear. I called that number. “Look,” I said. “I know you were one of my initial nos. But I need something from you.” Beside me someone screamed that we were one minute to stage. I ignored the scream and kept going. “Brother,” I said. “After GloRilla performs, you will hear ‘Just Wanna Rock’ played. Your song. At that moment, I want you to bum-rush the stage and do the dance move and the hook. Can you do me that solid? I have lost two core people and need the bailout.” It was a message forged and calibrated by excitement. Whenever Black people use “brother,” that’s the equivalent of being on their knees begging. I pressed send. And just at that second, as the rainbow disc was spinning, my phone battery went out. I didn’t know if the message was sent or not.

I also reached out to LL Cool J as a fail-safe. “LL,” I said, “when I raise my hand, give a motivational speech about hip-hop.” He was the best at those hip-hop-is-worldwide speeches, Bronx to Bali to Baltimore to Berlin. I wanted a classic Friday Night Lights moment. “Can you hear me?” I said. He put up his hand in response. Good: I knew that at the very least I would get an inspirational moment from LL.

Now it was the medley, for real for real. Black Thought, aka Tariq Trotter, kicked off the proceedings with an introduction that was also a kind of invocation. “Fifty years ago,” Tariq started, “a street princess was born to be an icon. The art form took the entire world by storm. How she do it? Her influence? Constantly raising the stakes each generation. Domination by whichever means it takes to go from spark into a flame that became public domain. And she prefers to be referred to by her full government name.”

He stopped, and Grandmaster Flash started, Flash being Joseph Saddler (in government name terms), the Barbados-born and Bronx-raised DJ who built on the innovations of Herc, Grandmaster Flowers, Pete DJ Jones, and others, and formed what can fairly be thought of as the first rap group with three vocalists (Cowboy, Melle Mel, and the Kidd Creole: none government names).

What followed was hip-hop history, played live. The weeks of hell turned into heaven. Run-D.M.C. performed “King of Rock,” LL Cool J and DJ Jazzy Jeff performed “I Can’t Live Without My Radio” and “Rock the Bells,” Salt-N-Pepa performed “My Mic Sounds Nice,” Rakim performed “Eric B. Is President,” and Public Enemy performed “Rebel Without a Pause.” Then there was a pause, Black Thought and LL returning to perform “El Shabazz,” a one-minute-and-change cut from LL’s 1985 album Radio that is one of the earliest hip-hop skits, the interstitial spoken-word pieces, often comic, that populate the genre’s albums. This one basically told listeners to turn the record over and hear the other side. That was my instruction for the tribute as well. Then we resumed with the night’s historic roll call: Posdnuos from De La Soul, Scarface, Ice-T, Queen Latifah, Method Man, Big Boi, Busta Rhymes, Missy Elliott, Nelly, Too $hort, the Lox, Swizz Beatz, and Lil Baby.

This was a real unveiling. On top of that, the biggest artist, Jay-Z, was an integral part of it. It wasn’t because he was in the medley—he wasn’t, on account of his segment later in the telecast—but he was on camera throughout, from his table in the crowd, mouthing along to every word of every song. It was the best collaboration I had ever done with him, and he wasn’t even onstage.

The whole time, I was trying not to manifuck myself. That’s something I learned from my life coach, Lauren Zander. If you put something out into the world, you can manifest your future, but if you put something negative out there, you can manifuck yourself. Those voices were creeping in on me. Maybe they should have let LL do it. Maybe Dre would have been in control. I was dreading the last act, GloRilla, not because of her, but because of what came after. She only had sixteen bars but they were the longest bars in human history. I went through every variation of “He’s not a jolly good fellow,” “he” being me.

When the moment came, we played “Just Wanna Rock.” I didn’t see Lil Uzi Vert, so I put up my hand. “Give the speech now, LL!” I said. I heard nothing. I said it again, still got nothing back. “Why can’t LL hear me?” I said. I was screaming into the mic, which meant that anyone with ears heard me. That meant every rapper. No speech. And the night was over. I was like Prince in Purple Rain after he played “Purple Rain,” desperately unsure how his masterstroke had landed with the audience, terrified that he had just tanked his career and his life. I threw my sticks down. I threw my in-ears to the floor (and they’re expensive). I went running down the hall crying, tears mixed with sweat, ripping off my shirt, mad as hell, twice as sad, wanting to go home and eat, wanting to shut it all out.

A minute after I got to the dressing room, a pack of jubilant motherfuckers came into the room. “Man,” they said. “This is dope!” Were they mocking me?

I wiped away some sweat (tears) and saw that they were doing the Lil Uzi Vert dance. “What are you all talking about?” I said.

“He killed that shit.”

“Who?”

“Lil Uzi Vert.”

“Lil Uzi Vert who?”

In the churn of the first artist dropping out, stage positions had shifted. Whoever was entering left would instead enter right, and vice versa. That I knew. But I hadn’t realized that the second artist dropping out had returned things to their previous state. I was looking at the wrong part of the stage when (if I could believe what I was being told) we launched into “Just Wanna Rock” and Lil Uzi Vert jumped up, rushed to the stage, and danced. I didn’t believe it until James Poyser showed me a video from his phone.

“He got my text?” I said.

A guy who knew Lil Uzi Vert tilted his head in confusion. “What text?”

I explained what text. “Nah, man,” the guy said. “He didn’t get any text.” As a matter of fact, no one believed me until I recharged my phone, and then when they saw the text sitting there, not transmitted, everyone flipped out completely. But I knew what had happened. I had done Breath of Fire and then the universe had sent the text.

There’s an epilogue. There’s always an epilogue. I left to get my red-eye flight back to New York, stopped near LAX for some sushi at a supersecret place I know, made the plane, slept, and woke up just as I was landing at 6:00 a.m. Exactly at that moment, one of my teeth fell out. How apropos, I thought. My body was keeping the score.

Luckily for me I knew of a dentist to the stars. I went directly to his office, where he replaced my tooth.

As I was falling into the gas, I remember asking myself one question: Was it really worth it? Even as I said the yes that would lead me to Lil Uzi Vert’s triumphant moment, I was acutely aware that there might be repercussions. Why couldn’t I just let things be and work on my movie career? Trying to throw my arms around the entirety of hip-hop was like running with the bulls. Why would I want to put that white outfit on? Why would I want to lose all my fucking teeth?

This book is both that and not that. It is another attempt to explain the amazing, beautiful, chaotic genre that has given me everything and taken almost as much. But it is not eight weeks filled with stressful rooms and Zooms. Instead, it is my own space, my own computer, my own time, my own thoughts. Hopefully it will put all my teeth back in.

My last book, Music Is History, picked out songs from across my life span and mapped them to important events. Here, the title spins a little differently. When you say that hip-hop is history, you are asking people to ask you a question right back. What do you mean by that? Do you simply mean that it is historically significant, or are you also building in a counterargument that the genre has run its course in some important ways? I would say yes, and I will continue to say it throughout the book.

I also want to add some invisible words to the title. There’s a long one to start with: Hip-Hop Is (Revisionist) History. What I mean by that is that the entire life span of this young, vibrant genre has been marked by assessments and reassessments, declarations that proved to be untrue in a year’s time, or ten, and opinions that cracked open like eggs to reveal newer opinions inside of them. There are so many classic albums that I just didn’t get when I first heard them, so many classic artists I misunderstood at the time, so many classic moments I misread that have taken me decades to read correctly. And even that is equivocal: this is history as filtered through my sensibility, which means that others may well disagree.

For example, let’s look at the so-called origin story of hip-hop, that back-to-school party that Kool Herc’s sister set up in August 1973. Identifying that party as the first seed is problematic, at least. In part, of course, Herc was drawing on existing Jamaican music traditions, like toasting, where Jamaican vocalists performed over American R&B records. You can see relatively direct lines between Caribbean-born African Americans and the first wave of hip-hop. But for me, it also draws on traditions in Black music that stretch back at least a decade earlier. I think of Ray Charles taking the Southern Tones’ “It Must Be Jesus,” outfitting it with secular lyrics, and creating “I Got a Woman.” The rebellion in that act, the march straight into the heart of popular secular music, cannot be underestimated. Nor can the fact that social and racial advances in the 1960s went hand in hand with music. When people talk about all the Ms that shaped that decade—Martin, Malcolm, Medgar—they should include Motown. And King, too—not Martin, but James Brown’s record label. In 1967, the year that Aretha released the feminist Black pride anthem “Respect” on Atlantic, and dominated the charts through spring and summer, Brown came along in the autumn with “Cold Sweat,” which helped to create the breakbeats that would later be broken out of soul music and used as the building blocks of hip-hop.

Big stars helped forge attitudes and philosophies, but others poured concrete for a foundation. Who can forget the afro-poetic artists of the late 1960s and early 1970s? There’s Gil Scott-Heron, who released songs like “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised” and “Whitey on the Moon,” manifestos in cool. There are the Last Poets, who devised and developed a genre they called, unfortunately, “jazzoetry,” but who laid much of the groundwork for the sensibility of hip-hop, especially on the 1973 album Hustlers Convention, recorded by one of the Last Poets, Jalal Mansur Nuriddin (born Lawrence Padilla), under the pseudonym Lightnin’ Rod. There were the Watts Prophets, who came out of LA at the height of the Black Power movement and released two early influential records, mostly spoken word in nature—The Black Voices: On the Streets in Watts and Rappin’ Black in a White World. (They are very specific documents of the times, with statistics pulled from the headlines and almost essayistic mentions of SNCC, the John Birch Society, urban rot, and more. The second record has a broader palette, partly as a result of female vocals by Dee Dee McNeil, who was a contract songwriter at Motown and sings the almost-title song, “Black in a White World,” and “What Is a Man,” which popped up twenty-five years later in John Singleton’s Higher Learning.) There was Imhotep Gary Byrd, a Buffalo radio personality who released the proto-rap classic “Every Brother Ain’t a Brother” in 1970 and then cowrote with Stevie Wonder, among others (he furnished the lyrics for “Village Ghetto Land” and “Black Man” on Songs in the Key of Life). His radio voice, in my mind, was the inspiration for a whole slew of MCs, from Wonder Mike of the Sugarhill Gang to Jimmy Spicer to early Chuck D.

Other inspirations came in from all directions. If you’re thinking back through the forerunners of hip-hop, you can’t leave out Curtis Mayfield, for helping to construct a progressive spirituality out of street thinking on Super Fly. You can’t leave out Melvin Van Peebles, for pioneering Black independent filmmaking (and inspiring a generation of entrepreneurial and aesthetic breakthroughs) with Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song. You can’t leave out Bo Diddley. And Maya Angelou. And Nikki Giovanni. And Jayne Cortez. Dick Gregory. And Jesse Jackson. And and and.

Some of the forebears were events, not people. Take the New York blackout of July 13, 1977, when the city went dark and countless pieces of equipment, from turntables to mixers, were liberated in the looting that ensued. There are a million other factors, too, from the way that the punk revolution overthrew the existing rules of rock and roll (and pop and soul), clearing the way for aggressively new thinking, to the specific dynamics of New York club culture, including discos and gay dance clubs. None of this should minimize Herc’s party. It’s just that hip-hop didn’t come from one place, and it didn’t go to one place. It went everywhere.

Following it was a challenge, and a pleasure. That process supplies the second invisible word in the title: Hip-Hop Is (Recurring) History. I have a theory about hip-hop, which is that you have to keep coming up with new theories. As I see it, change in the hip-hop world starts on the twos and the sevens. What that means is that once rap was up and running, it tended to change every half decade or so, lagging slightly behind the cycle of decades. So hip-hop remade itself over the course of 1982, held steady for a little while, changed again in 1987, held steady, changed in 1992, and so on. In my mind, each half decade is a country unto itself, in many ways. Each has its own drug of choice. The genre first bloomed in the bright light of disco’s cocaine years, moved on to the forty-ounce era (1982–1987), then passed through crack (1987–1992), weed (1992–1997), ecstasy (1997–2002), sizzurp (2002–2007), molly (2007–2012), pain pills (2012–2017), and opioids (2017–2022), before arriving in the tragic fentanyl present. As you see, one period ends in the same year the other begins, which makes sense: history doesn’t know that you’re about to rip the last page from the calendar. There are periods of transition. This book should be read straight through, of course, with feet up on an ottoman, but if you are pressed for time or returning for rereading, you can also pick a single section. These sections, and the periods they describe, aren’t just pharmaceutically distinct. Each period had its own style, its own subjects, its own technology, its own culture. There are obviously many minor and even some major changes that happen at unpredictable times and do not respect this schedule. But the twos and the sevens are a useful framework. What is hip-hop without a rhythm?

This brings us to the third invisible word in the title, shorter than “revisionist” or “recurrent,” like most words. Hip-Hop Is History, true, but if you’d prefer, Hip-Hop Is (Two) Histories. From the seventies through the early nineties, I was a hip-hop fan, a kid in Philadelphia who became a tween in Philadelphia who became a teen in Philadelphia who became sort of a young adult in Philadelphia. But there is a point in the early nineties when I put certain parts of my life either behind me or off to the side—jobs I had worked but didn’t want, college plans that intrigued me but got in line—and became a professional musician. In hip-hop. From the moment I met Tariq Trotter in school, we moved as a pair toward what turned out to be destiny, and what turned out to be the Roots. Once that die was cast, I was not just an observer of events but also a participant—and even those moments when I was a participant shifted from outsider to insider. In some ways, Hip-Hop Is History is about growing into the genre.

Things in hip-hop change every five years, yes, and I am one of those things. If I was an on-the-scene participant from the early nineties onward, I reached a point where I had to step back. Several points, in fact. My approach to the genre that gave me my livelihood and much of my life changed as I aged. I watched new stars come up. I listened to styles come and go. I watched people depart this earthly plane. The pace of growing slowed. Roots, once down in the ground, prevented rapid movement. In my youth, I loved this genre, so much that I willed myself into it. I learned what I could. I tried to learn everything. At some point, I realized what all experts do, which is that their expertise is far more limited than they know. There were subgenres that I didn’t fully understand and then subgenres that I didn’t even know. I was convinced that I needed to keep my brain flexible. I was going to be Quincy Jones rather than … I don’t know, my dad. But how would that happen? There wasn’t a straightforward playbook. In a way this is a book about aging and my increasing awareness that I would have to learn new ways to learn. And in some ways, then, Hip-Hop Is History is also Hip-Hop Is (My) History. That’s the fourth word, the shortest, and in some ways the sharpest.

So read this book with those invisible words visible in your mind. This book is not an encyclopedia. It can’t be an encyclopedia. It would be fifty years long. It is a book, with the length and weight and scope of a book. As I look back across the first half century of this genre, so many figures have come and gone. So when I discuss Biggie primarily in the context of what he represented at the 1995 Source Awards, that isn’t to minimize his discography or his skill. When I discuss the Pharcyde primarily in the context of what they (through J Dilla’s production) taught me about the role of humanity in hip-hop, that isn’t to ignore the joys of their music or their wild stage show. When I have left people out, that isn’t to dismiss them as unimportant, only to say that choices had to be made, and these choices—as in the Grammy salute—were subject to the flow of narrative and argument. It’s less omission than mission.

Finally, I should mention that one of the most challenging (and interesting) parts of writing this book was finding the right level—not of expertise, but of explanation. I have thought about hip-hop every day, give or take, for the last forty years. Many of those days have also included in-depth conversations. I have touched on some of them within this book. But the conversations didn’t need to include background history or additional context, since I was having them with people who were every bit as obsessed as I was. I could just dive right into talking about Slick Rick covers and quasi covers and whether Snoop’s “Lodi Dodi” or Mos Def and Talib Kweli’s “Children’s Story” carries with it more of the spirit of the original (and how Boogie Down Productions’ “9mm Goes Bang” and Brother Ali’s “Nine Double ’Em” fit into the equation), and it might be a fascinating dive, but one that would resonate with only three to eight readers. A book needs to reach thousands and thousands or else it’s just turning out the sounds inside my head. I have taught college classes, so I have learned this lesson before—that sometimes (often) you need to tell other people things that you already know, that the point isn’t trying to be the smartest person in the room because you’re not even sure what rooms you’ll be in, that a common (to me) fact told well can be as satisfying as a new piece of information discovered.

Teaching classes, whether those formal ones or informal ones (social media posts, text chains, the playlists I make for people whether they like it or not), has also taught me that there’s a real advantage to giving people parting gifts, not just in the form of insights and arguments, but in the form of helpful recommendations. Each section includes not only history and analysis but also a large list of songs. Consider those lists spurs for further listening. But also consider the fact that even these lists have their rules. In compiling them, I have followed the Thriller principle. What that means, in short, is that some songs are too obvious to add to the list. Public Enemy’s It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back would be near the top of my list of best hip-hop records (most revolutionary in its day, influential over time, most pleasurable to hear end to end), but that doesn’t mean that I am going to put ten of its songs on my list for the 1987–1992 period. Instead, I have tried to make picks that will push readers deeper into places they might not otherwise explore.

So that’s the rough blueprint for the book. I wish you a smooth—or at least smoother than the Grammys—ride.

—QUESTLOVE, 2023
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