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Part I
Ethnographic Hip-Hip Studies


Chapter 1
Introduction

  This book seeks to explore why hip-hop as a contemporary musical genre has grown to become so meaningful to so many artists and fans. From its early days as a very localized practice in urban New York City to the global phenomenon we now know as hip-hop today, people around the world use this primarily musical culture to express ideas about their people and culture. In particular, hip-hop has historically been used by what we might call “oppressed” or “marginalized” peoples as a platform to help showcase and work through their struggles. This was true for many of the early hip-hop pioneers when they used this music to explore issues of race and poverty; it is also true for numerous contemporary hip-hop artists as they use musical performances and workshops with young people to help themselves as artists and their fans explore issues they see that are of importance in the current day, such as marginalization and discrimination among particular populations.


  Why is hip-hop a musical genre that seems to lend itself so well to dealing with issues that affect marginalized populations around the world? This is a central question the current book explores. As such, and precisely because hip-hop is seen by many—both historically and in contemporary society—as a mouthpiece for these kinds of ideas, our approach in this book to exploring this and related questions is to allow currently practicing artists to discuss the meaning this music has for them. These and similar ideas are explored through in-depth interviews with a number of hip-hop artists from Canada, the United States, and Sweden. What drew these artists to hip-hop over other kinds of music making? What role do they see this music playing in their own lives and the lives of their fans and other artists? What do these ideas mean in terms of the value of teaching this music to young people? Can this music be taught in formal educational spaces while still acknowledging the qualities many artists and fans find so appealing about hip-hop? The following chapters will work through these and many related questions.


  Brief History of Hip-Hop


  Hip-hip culture evolved in the mid 1970s in New York City. It rose out of the late 1960s gang warfare which dominated the largely poor and ghettoized neighborhoods in the Bronx and Harlem. Instead of continuing to fight, the mainly black and Latino rival gang members from these areas began to come together to hold block, house, and park parties, gatherings in schools and community centers, and events in selected clubs. At these live performance events, youths would gather to listen and dance to records spun by DJs. Moreover, “The DJs teamed up with MCs who provided a show, creating spoken rhymes, catch phrases and a commentary about the DJ, the clientele and themselves over the beats.”1 The musically important part was the musical beat and particularly the instrumental breaks. “DJs began cutting between the same few bars on two turntables, extending the break into an [extended] instrumental.”2 This was when the dancers—the b-boys and b-girls—would show the crowd what they had to offer.


  The other element of the movement was graffiti art. This took place regularly in and around the neighborhoods and during the gatherings when graffiti artists would tag walls and subways with colorful and creative versions of their artist names. The influence of this style of art was also seen on posters for the parties. Graffiti artists left the only lasting indication of this face-to-face movement in these early days.


  In these ways, hip-hop can be seen as an amalgam of live musical performance (DJs and emcees), dance (break dancing), and art (graffiti), with each element of the culture working to enrich and inform the others. The music, arguably the central and unifying feature of the culture, can also been seen as a synthesis of various elements itself as it highlights “cross-cultural fusions which meld the oldest traditions [e.g., radio DJs, bebop singers, skip-rope rhymes, toasts, signifying and the dozens, etc.] with the freshest of musical technologies [turntables as instruments, sophisticated mixing and scratching techniques, high-tech sound systems].”3 The influence of Caribbean music was felt through the use of these high volume sound systems. Kool DJ Herc, an influential early DJ in the movement, for instance, had a “‘monstrous’ sound system … Herc murdered the Bronx opposition with his volume and shattering frequency range.”4 Competition, in this sense, was at the heart of hip-hop. Not only did DJs compete in terms of their sound systems and for the obscure, often highly secret records they would use in the musical sets they would deliver at the gatherings, b-boys and b-girls would compete for the best dance moves, and graffiti artists would vie for prime locations to tag. There was even an aspect of competition in the clothing of the movement, with spotless sneakers and other casual clothing being highly regarded. In essence, hip-hop “fostered an attitude of creating from limited materials.”5 All in all, during these early days, “The style was allowed to flourish as a genuine street movement.”6


  Then, in 1979, the street movement took its first step towards more widespread appeal when Sugar hill Records, a small label based in New Jersey, released a single entitled “Rapper’s Delight.” This move shocked the hip-hop community not only because it was from The Sugar hill Gang, “an all-but unknown group” to the inner circle of early hip-hop artists and fans, but also because many of the hip-hop pioneers believed that the live, performance-based nature of early hip-hop gatherings would not translate well to recordings.7 As they soon came to realize, however, hip-hop held great potential in terms of its marketability. As Greg Dimitriadis notes, “The decentralized face-to-face dynamic that marked early hip hop has thus given way to a different dynamic, one mediated by way of commodity forms such as vinyl, video, film and CD…. Rap music has become a constitutive part of black popular culture as well as American popular culture more generally.”8 In fact, hip-hop has not only become a defining feature of American and black popular culture, it has also developed into a global phenomenon and is “linked to shared notions of what it means to be black and marginalized in the United States and around the world today.”9


  Contemporary Hip-Hop


  Given these clear links to black marginalization, it is not surprising, then, that as hip-hop began to evolve—starting in the early 1980s—into a contemporary global phenomenon, a number of artists explored notions of race, poverty, and marginalization through this music. “As a popular culture form, rap music—and hip hop nationalism in specific—is a powerful vehicle which allows today’s black youth to gain a better understanding of their heritage and their present identities when official channels of remembering and identity formation continually fail to meet their needs.”10 The legendary hip-hop group Public Enemy, for instance, regularly addresses these issues in their music. “PE is remarkable for their ability to maintain their organic ties to the black community while challenging blind allegiance to racial solidarity.”11 Along similar lines, hip-hop artists in the early 1990s wrote about the Rodney King beating by police and they even when so far as to predict the riots that resulted from this incident. “The music coming out of South L.A. in the early ‘90s was more than just news, or what Chuck D of Public Enemy called the ‘black CNN.’ The explicit and furious hip-hop and gangsta rap that flowed out of that community was a warning about the riots that would erupt there on April 29, 1992.”12 Hip-hop was used by these artists in L.A. to help express their feelings of victimization “by the LAPD, by drugs, by an institutionalized poverty right at the doorstep of L.A.’s extreme wealth.”13 Likewise, the lyrics for Jay-Z’s 1998 “Hard Knock Life (Ghetto Anthem)” speak directly to the violence and trouble with which many ghettoized youth live on a daily basis. There are many, many more examples of hip-hop artists and songs that have addressed issues of black marginality and black nationalism over the past several decades. As Jeffrey Louis Decker asserts, “In the absence of a black CNN, rap records are an invisible network that can inform and mobilize the black community.”14 Through sampling political speeches directly and discussing these and related issues in their lyrics, contemporary hip-hop artists “recontextualize and, thus, make black militancy of the 1960s meaningful for the 1990s.”15


  It is not just black marginality that contemporary hip-hop artists choose to address, however, it is the marginalization of many different populations around the world today. Many hip-hop artists who choose to write and perform about these issues, however, are not mainstream musicians like Public Enemy and Jay-Z. This is one reason why the current book seeks to give voice to some of these artists—less well-known hip-hop artists from, for instance, the suburban immigrant population in Sweden and from First Nations populations in the United States and Canada. This current book provides a platform for these artists to express their ideas about this music in much the same way this music provides a platform for them to showcase their ideas about current issues. In these ways, this book contributes to current scholarship by providing these less well-known artists with a place to be taken seriously while exposing greater numbers of people to their ideas and music. It also works to make links between all of these ideas and the importance of teaching and learning hip-hop in contemporary educational spaces. As such, this book sits in the broad field of Sociology of Music Education and crosses into Applied Ethnomusicology.


  What Is Hip-hop?


  If it has not become clear at this point, we want to be sure readers are aware that in this introduction and throughout this book we use the term “hip-hop” to refer to both the overall culture of hip-hop, which is comprised of four main elements: graffiti art, break dancing, emceeing, and DJing, and also, given the focus of this book, to the music of the scene specifically, which is comprised of emceeing and/or DJ/turntabling. Because this book focuses so clearly on the music of hip-hop, but seeks to be inclusive in terms of both DJ/turntabling and rapping/emceeing, the broader term “hip-hop” seems more appropriate to use in reference to this musical genre throughout rather than “Rap” which could be interpreted as focussing on emceeing alone.


  This and other musical terms are reviewed and defined in the book’s glossary of terms which can be found on pages 209–210.


  Approach and Structure to the Book


  This book was researched and written by two different scholars over a lengthy time period: Karen Snell (hereafter referred to as Karen), whose research and writing for this book took place in both Canada and the United States, and Johan Söderman (hereafter referred to as Johan), whose writing and research for this book deals with hip-hop in both Sweden and the United States. Karen wrote chapters 1, 4, 5, 9, 10, 13, and 14; Johan wrote chapters 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 11, and 12; and chapter 15 was co-written by both authors. Because the chapters written by each of the authors are about hip-hop taking place in various places around the world and at different times over more than a decade, there are notable differences in style and approach to the various chapters. We have consciously chosen to maintain these differences in order to allow each chapter to stand on its own as a unique look at particular hip-hop artists, locales, phenomena, and themes. Moreover, we felt it important to maintain the distinct voices of the two different authors. In addition, there are also clear differences among the book’s chapters in terms of the way the research material in question was approached, analyzed, and synthesized. For instance, a number of chapters focus on personal interviews with hip-hop musicians. Among these, however, some chapters approach the research and analysis of the data on a collective level, whereas others strive for a more personal examination. These varying approaches, coupled with the different participants’ wishes as well as more general ethical considerations, led to the use of pseudonyms in the chapters with more collective analyses versus references to the participants’ real names in chapters with the goal of highlighting artists’ personas. Again, we feel these differences in approaches and style are warranted when considering each chapter’s aims and goals independently; each chapter is thus able to stand on its own as a unique look at a particular aspect of hip-hop culture. Most importantly, however, together, these chapters with their varying approaches and styles come together to form a comprehensive view of hip-hop artists and scenes over the past decade in North America and Sweden.


  This book is divided into three main parts. This first section involves ethnographic studies of hip-hop musicians in Scandinavia and North America. Chapter 2 explores how hip-hop musicians learn in youth environments through the study of two hip-hop groups in Sweden. Interviews and observations of these groups within their amateuristic music learning environments reveal a number of creative strategies they use in their music making. Such revelations are particularly informative for other young musicians and also for teachers who may wish to explore this or similar types of musical learning with their own students. Chapter 3 involves interviews with six professional emcees from Sweden. It explores the formation of these artists’ professional hip-hop identities. Interviews with these six professional emcees reveal how they construct themselves as professionals and artists. Other young artists aspiring to become professionals may find these ideas particularly interesting. In addition, academics in related fields will likely see a number of connections between the ways these artists form their professional identities and the ways professionals in other areas of art and music do the same. Chapter 4 involves in-depth interviews with three professional DJ/turntablists in Canada. The musical development and identities of these three artists are explored. Analysis of the interview transcripts revealed three primary themes common to these musicians’ experiences. First, each one had difficulty connecting to formal music making experiences during private lessons and/or school music classes. Second, as a result of this disconnect with formal music making, all three participants sought out a form of musical performance which they believed provided them with more freedom to actively explore and experiment, thus allowing them to find their own musical character and voice. Third, each of the three musicians talked about the importance of the collective community of DJ/turntablists in helping them throughout their musical careers. Connected to each of these themes, this chapter considers the musical personhood of the three DJ/turntablists as embedded in and continually informed by what Anna Stetsenko calls a “transformative collaborative practice.”16 The ideas in this chapter are particularly interesting for music educators to contemplate as they consider the ideas of real-world practicing musicians to help illustrate the potential benefits of teaching this kind of music making to contemporary youth. The final chapter in part one, chapter 5, involves interviews with three First Nations hip-hop emcees: two from Canada and one from the United States. In-depth qualitative interviews explore the ways this kind of music making allows these artists to find their own voice and provides them with a way to express their views on their culture and people. Particularly interesting for ethnographers and other scholars to consider are the connections these artists make between themselves and the early hip-hop pioneers from urban New York City in terms of the ways each uses hip-hop as a voice for their people and culture.


  Part two of the book deals with the academization of hip-hop. Chapter 6 provides an introduction to this part of the book by outlining the present-day situation in terms of where and how hip-hop is currently being taught in formal institutional contexts such as classes and courses concerned with hip-hop at American universities, hundreds of PhD-dissertations beginning in 1989 with Tricia Rose, a reader by Forman and Neal, and a refereed journal called Words, Beats and Life. It begins to address the issue of what bringing hip-hop into the academy (i.e., into a neo-liberal globalized educational climate) means for the genre, a central idea explored further in subsequent chapters in part two. Chapter 7 investigates the rendezvous between hip-hop culture and the academy at academic events concerned with hip-hop in New York in 2010. It explores the symbolic fights between the hip-hop pioneers and scholars and discusses who are the experts and in what sense. This chapter’s exploration of what these kinds of events mean for the genre, from the perspective of both the academic world and the world of practicing musicians, is particularly insightful for teachers of hip-hop in both higher and lower educational climates to consider. Chapter 8 looks at the formation of hip-hop scholars’ identity through interviews with hip-hop scholars in the United States. It explores how hip-hop academics construct their own professional field and how this is then viewed by both insiders and outsiders. Again, what this kind of academization means for the genre is explored and should be of interest to scholars, teachers, students, and musicians alike. Chapter 9, the final chapter in part two, reviews research completed into beginning turntablism classes currently taught in two formal educational contexts: one in Toronto at The Royal Conservatory of Music and two at the Berklee College of Music in Boston. Through both participant and regular observation, this chapter discusses what is being done in each of these places in terms of the kinds of equipment and resources being used and the musicianship and other skills taught through these classes. These classes can be seen as case studies of what is working well when turntablism is taught in formal educational contexts. As such, educators wishing to begin similar programs in their own schools will find this chapter particularly insightful.


  The final section of this book, part three, explores what it means to teach hip-hop in formal educational spaces, particularly with older children and adolescents in places like middle and high schools and after-school programs aimed at this age group. Chapter 10 provides an introduction to part three by briefly summarizing the past and current music education situations in North America and Scandinavian countries. It discusses how currently in North America, there remains a lack of popular music in any significant way in most music education situations with a continued focus on band, choral, and/or orchestral programs. This chapter also reveals how, although music educators in Scandinavian countries like Sweden tend to teach a lot more popular music in formal educational contexts than do music educators in North America, this approach tends to focus more on “classic rock” rather than on more currently-relevant genres like hip-hop. The final part of this chapter provides a brief background and summary of critical pedagogy and democratic theory, themes that are explored in various ways in the remaining chapters in part three. Chapter 11 provides a comparison between two artists’ approach to performing and teaching hip-hop. Interviews with these artists reveal that Jean Grae, an underground female emcee (femcee), follows a more artistic approach to the genre while Toni Blackman uses hip-hop as a platform for her ideas as an activist and educator. These approaches are applied by these two artists to the ways they engage with this music both as artists and educators for young people. Chapter 12 explores hip-hop as an example of the Scandinavian educational tradition called folkbildning. This old and proud educational movement can be seen in how hip-hop is used by Swedish youth with immigrant backgrounds to empower themselves in Swedish society. This approach to teaching and learning the genre can be seen as particularly insightful for educators. Chapter 13 explores ideas from critical pedagogy and democratic theory and considers how these might help educators to approach teaching hip-hop in “formal” educational contexts while being sure to maintain students’ voices and honouring curricular choices based on student-generated themes. This, it is argued, will help to maintain the integrity of this style of music with an eye for social justice in education. Educators in all subject areas, but particularly in music education, will find these ideas useful to consider when approaching teaching hip-hop in formal educational spheres. Chapter 14, the final chapter in part three, explores the importance of making connections with real practicing musicians in order to learn from them in terms of their expertise on how to make the music and also how to teach it. It does so by linking previous chapters’ explorations with various hip-hop artists, both from North America and from Scandinavia, to Lucy Green’s work. Green’s five principles of informal learning, which she extracted from interviews with fourteen popular musicians (from guitar-based popular and rock music), are applied here to the interviews we completed with hip-hop musicians for previous chapters in the book. Similarities and differences between the ways each group of musicians explores learning and musical development outside of formal educational contexts are discussed. These comparisons can be seen as particularly useful for any educators who wish to explore teaching hip-hop in contemporary educational spaces.


  The final chapter of the whole book, chapter 15, briefly explores the implications of the previous chapters’ ideas for scholars in a number of fields including: popular music studies, musicology, applied ethnomusicology, sociology of music education and music education. It considers questions such as: Where do we go from here/how do we start making changes? Why can hip-hop be the future way for music education? Why is this genre potentially even more important with particular student populations/in urban environments? In the process, this chapter makes a clear connection to the history of hip-hop and Afrika Bambaataa’s fifth element: knowledge. In essence, this final chapter concludes that hip-hop has the potential to provide students with both a musical and political voice in ways “out-dated” modes of music education do not.
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Chapter 2
Young Hip-Hop Musicians Talk About Their Learning and Creative Strategies1

In this chapter, we investigate music creation within two hip-hop groups in Sweden. The focus is on the creative learning process and the meeting between music and lyrics (the texts). To broaden knowledge and insights of young people’s informal music making, it is possible to compare this study to other work from the music education field.2 The first group consisted of four boys, aged sixteen to nineteen years, with Swedish middle-class backgrounds. In the second group, the four male members aged seventeen to twenty-one years, all had foreign backgrounds. Quite often, hip-hop groups hire non-members to compose the musical background, which is called the beat, and the two hip-hop communes in the present study ordered beats (musical backgrounds) from the same beatmaker.

The design of the study, which is qualitative and explorative in character, could be described as quasi-experimental. The groups were given a beat/background, composed by the beatmaker, on the basis of which they were asked to create a hip-hop tune. The creative process, which took place in a recording studio with a sound engineer, was observed and videotaped. After the recording session, both groups watched their videotape respectively (stimulated recall) and made comments on their working processes.3 In addition, the beatmaker was interviewed. The study has a socio-cultural perspective in the sense that the starting point of the analysis is that the social interaction is connected to cultural activities in the actual world.4 The observation of the creative process was done in a fairly naturalistic environment. In the qualitative, semi-structured interviews, the informants were encouraged to speak freely, as described by Kvale.5 Ely maintains that the most important thing about collecting data is to watch and listen.6 Accordingly, the interview was more of a group conversation in which the members discussed what was happening on the screen, and in this situation, the researcher/observer took a passive role.

In summary, the design of the study and the data collection consisted of four parts: (1) pre-interviews with the two groups; (2) videotaped recording sessions (observations); (3) interviews with the two groups while watching the video from the recording sessions; and (4) interview with the beatmaker.

Results

The Pre-Interviews

The first interviews with both groups were carried out collectively, as group conversations. The first group (Group A), aged sixteen to nineteen, had Swedish middle-class backgrounds and were busy making a CD collection with several hip-hop groups from different parts of Sweden when the first interview took place. Their image of themselves could be defined as some kind of hip-hop missionaries with a message to the whole nation of Sweden that everybody should learn about the Swedish underground hip-hop scene. In their opinion, the other hip-hop groups, which they had made contact with through the Internet, had such great artistic qualities that they themselves as a group abstained from contributing on the CD.

The four members of Group A wrote lyrics individually and collectively and the beats, musical backgrounds, were composed by different beatmakers in their usual song-creation process outside of this study. The Swedish language was central in their lyrics, and so recognition of the local accent was important in the emceeing. According to the participants, the lyrics should be artful and contain punchlines, i.e., metaphorical language. Through an exchange of lyrics on the Internet, and in their creation, their main focus was on the composing of lyrics. This group saw their interest in the subculture as a hobby and an alternative lifestyle, but they did not express dreams about future careers as famous hip-hop artists. Their roots in the Swedish middle class may be one explanation as to why they did not have to worry too much about their future income.

The second group (Group B), aged seventeen to twenty-one, had foreign backgrounds (members were from Ghana, Lebanon, and Switzerland) and did not regard themselves as members of an idealistic, underground hip-hop movement. To them, it was important to be commercial and to be able to earn a future income in hip-hop. Entertainment was more important than the political message. Rhythmic ability in emceeing was seen as superior to the message of their lyrics. The fact that the rap should swing was very important, and the words and phrases were often used to create the rhythm in their emceeing. Their personal image and identities were important and the lyrics were often aimed at bringing these out. The element of boasting was significant in their lyrics. The precision in the rap of controlling the rhythmical/musical abilities was noticed by the observer/researcher. There was suspicion amongst the members of Group B that the members of Group A were trying to hide their lack of skill in hip-hop by focusing on the message in their lyrics.

The members in both communes noticed “progress in their learning of emcee knowledge” in terms of expanded vocabulary and greater life experiences. In summary, the results of the interviews show that the lyrics seemed to be superior to the music and that the overall creation was more literary oriented than musical.

On the basis of these preliminary results, the next step of the study was to investigate the meeting between lyrics and music.

The Recording Session

In order to investigate the creation of a hip-hop tune, the beatmaker was instructed to make an original beat. Accordingly, none of the groups had ever heard the beat before. A recording studio with a sound engineer was hired. The ready-made music consisted of sampled musical parts from various Playstation games, and drums from the beatmaker’s mother’s vinyl recording of African drums, which he prepared on his old Atari computer by means of the program Cubase Score. On the recording day, the beatmaker arrived before the first group bringing his beat on a Mini Disc. The sound engineer recorded the beat on a separate channel in the studio. The first group came to the studio in the morning and the second group used the afternoon to record their hip-hop song.

Two of the four members in Group A arrived in time for the recording session in the morning. Different texts/lyrics were brought, individually and collectively written, and one of the members, Robert, wrote a text just before he arrived at the studio. Some of the lyrics were handwritten and some were done on a computer. After listening to the beat, there was a spontaneous scream: “Cool beat! We like it!”

Lyrics were written and revised while listening to the musical background. Both of the members worked individually with their verses written separately and individually. Pens were used to cut away words in the lyrics to find the flow and to make it fit in rhythmically with the music. The musical form of the beat contained one main part with small variations. The chorus was made collectively and they did a sort of call and response—onemember rapping a line and the other answering with another line. The chorus contained a translation referring to the song of the American rapper Nas: “If I ruled the world.” The recording of their verses started and the members helped each other with the flow and the rhythm. The second member stopped to prepare his lyrics while he was recording, and after the preparation, it finally worked. When one member emceed his personal verse, the other member was emceeing a few words to mark these words with two voices. This phenomenon is called “ad-libs” in hip-hop culture. After two hours and ten minutes, the result satisfied the group and the session was over.

Two of Group B’s four members arrived in the studio in the afternoon. One of the absent members was supposed to arrive about forty-five minutes later. The two present members started immediately to use lyrics from their ready-made text papers. The emceeing was done, and it seemed like the members knew the fragments of each other’s individually written verses by heart. While one of them was rapping, the other member put ad-libs into it without practice. In the control room (there were separate rooms for recording), the members started to emcee to the beat immediately. The swing occurred directly in the meeting of the lyrics and the beat. The members were moving their bodies and putting natural ad-libs into each other’s verses. A ready-made chorus was used, which probably had been used before with an earlier beat. There was no need for verbalization and it was clear that shared knowledge existed in this particular situation.

Before the first rapper, Anvar, went into the recording room and started to emcee, the second rapper, Fiffi, gave him instructions about the form: “We start with chorus and then sixteen bars and then chorus and then sixteen bars twice and then end with a chorus!”

Anvar found his flow and rhythms immediately. He even recorded the chorus part. Fiffi was also very professional and carried out his idea of making a call and response with himself. He had made a verse out of his name. He started to emcee his name and the first letter, and then his name and the second letter, and so on. He was emceeing on one channel and then he answered himself on the second channel. The reason why his rap was not followed by the chorus was that his brother, the third member, was going to arrive soon and that he would need “space” in the song. The brothers liked to replace each other in the song and it is a great effect when the second verse is not followed by the chorus.

An example of how the second rapper made his verse is as follows and he made it from his birth name Lovemark (he is from Ghana and English is his native language):


Lovemark:(L)yrically ill, lyrically spill the real deal that y’all always feel.

Lovemark:(O)riginal, flow with style, know my style, I love to smile.

Lovemark:(V)ersatile, verbally strap, verbally fat, tight like that.

Lovemark:(E)at mc’s, the kind of mc that always please the crowd, check the steeze.

Lovemark:(M)ic mad man, hype, fab man, it’s not a fad man, I’ve expand man.

Lovemark:(A)ttract the masses, attack the wack, see, flip waxes, shake ya asses.

Lovemark:(R)azor blade sharp, will get far, use a card. Yes, I’m gonna be a big, big star.

Lovemark:(K)will get international like the K airport in this rap sport.



While Anvar and Fiffi together put ad-libs on a separate channel on the recording, the third member, Fabian (Fiffi’s brother), arrived in the studio. He started to write his individual verse with his pen and paper. Fiffi helped his younger brother with his verse and Fabian started to record his emcee professionally and with great routine. At the end of the session, the three members made sounds with their voices on a separate channel throughout the whole tune in order to make the music sound more alive. The recording session took one hour and twenty minutes.

The Interviews while Watching the Video Film

Two of the members of Group A participated in the studio session and two were absent. However, for the interview, a third member (Arvid) joined the two “acting on the video” members. Ten months had elapsed since the recording session in the studio.

At the beginning of the interview, they were all very focused on their clothes and hair-cuts. Arvid, though, made them focus on their activity on the film. He “interviewed” them asking the others questions and it was clear that he was sincerely interested in what was happening on the screen. In this situation, the researcher/observer took a passive role. Arvid wondered why it sounded so good on the recording while it was so chaotic in the film. He said: “When I heard the CD I regret I couldn’t join the recording, but watching this, I’m glad I did not join.” Then he asked the other members about their lyrics:


Arvid: You told me after the session that you’d changed a lot in the lyrics while you were recording?

Tomas: No!

Robert: Cut it off! I was going to emcee in English. I brought a couple of lyrics but it did not work, so I took pieces from several other Swedish lyrics and built a new one.



This reflects Robert’s relationship to his lyrics. It is a constant process of text making. If he is not satisfied with a text, as in this case, he uses fragments from various other lyrics to make a new text. The lyrics had the same themes; for example, himself, the group, the hip-hop mission, boasting, and “dissing” (showing disrespect to) competing emcees. If the lyrics are too long, they have to be cut. The musical form of the beat was sixteen bars.


Tomas: It’s written in sixteen bars.

Robert: That’s why you have problems. You must have written it in twenty-five bars.



The discussion between the members was about the fact that Tomas had a problem finding the flow in his emceeing during the session. He had problems with the rhythm and he felt very embarrassed about it while he was watching the film.


Tomas: This sounds awful! I don’t remember it.

Arvid: It was a long time ago, almost a year.

Robert: You improved a lot during a year.



Tomas cuts off a line in his lyrics and then finds the flow. Their relationship with the beat can be shown by the following exchange:


Robert: Shall we do another song on the beat?

Tomas: But the second hip-hop group has already made that.

Arvid: Pancho [the beatmaker] gave it to us.

Robert: I asked him directly if we could use it and he said it was no problem.



In Group B, two members watched the videotape. The third member, who was absent during the recording, did not have time to watch the film, and the fourth member had left the group. The other members in the group said that he left the group because he was jealous of the others’ ethnic backgrounds.


Anvar: He did not feel black enough, you see! He is from Switzerland and we are from Lebanon and Ghana. He had a hang up because of it. He did not feel ghetto enough!



The videotape started, and in the beginning of the film, the two members concentrated on their appearance. The observer/researcher was the interviewer. The members noted that they worked completely differently now compared to ten months ago, but they had difficulty describing in what way they worked differently.


Anvar: You must hear our new song. We brought a demo CD.

Johan: What are you doing? Ad-libs?

Anvar: Fiffi wants to split the verse into two parts. Two separate channels on the mixer table. He emcees to the first one. He answers himself.

Fiffi: Sometimes I emcee the lyrics directly without any ad-libs or anything. It depends on the vibrations of the beat.



It took about forty minutes of preparation in order to be able to write the text. Sometimes a few words had to be cut away or a letter/syllable had to be removed to make it fit in with the beat. The members claimed that lyrics must first be written down, otherwise it would not work. The observer asked them about the improvised emcee, the freestyle.


Anvar: You can’t improve on freestyle if you’re not writing things down. You must go from theory to practice. You can only be spontaneous if you have written it down first sometime. The rhymes appear in your head only if you first have memorised it through writing.

Fiffi: It’s about expanding your vocable.

Anvar: All emcees have their favorite words and expressions which they use.



The members emphasized that hip-hop is not only an oral culture, but a written culture. Favorite words and expressions were used in their lyrics. The group members were professional in the sense that they directly split the verse into a main part and a second part instead of just starting to emcee and then finding out that it did not work. They made a call and response with themselves. The group wanted to control the beat and the musical background with their emceeing. They thought the tune should sound more alive, and that is why the vocal sounds were made on a separate channel throughout the whole tune. The members felt that the emceeing went in a faster tempo than the beat and it was important to be aware of beats per minute (BPM).


Johan: What’s the BPM of the beat?

Fiffi: Could be eighty-five or something.

Anvar: We emcee at one hundred!



The group had a “conservative” approach to hip-hop; the importance of following the rules of hip-hop were laid down:


Anvar: I hate off beats! You know when you’re not on the bar.

Fiffi: You know flow.

Anvar: You must flow into it!

Johan: But Fabian [the absent participating member on the film] is off beat?

Anvar: No! He is only playing with the beat. You know he is surfing on it! He knows what he’s doing. That’s the point.



This statement means that it is okay to break the rules if you know which rules you are breaking. The other two members felt that Fabian (the absent member) did not emcee to the bars (although he was in fact rapping in sixteen bars like the other members). He succeeded in achieving a sort of distance position to the beat, something the others greatly admired.

Interview with the Beat Maker

As described earlier, the two hip-hop communes used to hire beats from the same beatmaker called Pancho. One person can serve two competing groups without being a member. Pancho is an immigrant from Chile and he said that it was his older brother who got him into hip-hop at first. The two elements, emceeing and beatmaking (deejaying), caught his interest more than breakdancing or graffiti.


Johan: When did you start making beats?

Pancho: In 1997. I bought a sample synthesiser, an old second hand Casio and an old Computer, Atari. It took a while before I learned to use the equipment. The man who sold it to me had to come and show me how to use the things.



Pancho told me that he has always been a quick learner when it came to handling technical equipment. He described an informal learning process, finding out by himself how the things worked. When he ran into problems, he made contacts with the previous owner and asked him to show him how the functions of the equipment worked.


Pancho: It took almost a year before I made my first beat. I started to sample from other records and I learned to loop several bars of a song. You know, for example, how to loop the end of a song over and over. Then I learned how to split the drums and put it on separate channels on the Atari. When I find a good sample, for example, a guitar riff, I speed it up so no one can identify it.



He cut and pasted and created music like a collage. To sample (record) musical pieces and loop (repeat) was an important aspect of his music creation. Pancho said that different beatmakers helped each other and the Internet had afforded new possibilities in the creation of music. He described how the beatmakers were trading their beats, and even if they were living in different parts of the world, they could work together.


Johan: You put the beat as an attachment?

Pancho: No! With the program ICQ, I can send a non-readymade beat to another person in the world. He works with it and then he sends it back and I prepare it further and then back to him again on and on and on.



The beatmaker described different areas where he had to develop his knowledge. He must be able to use the equipment (technical skills). The demands for beats from different communes taught him how to trade with his beats (economical skills). The learning exchange with other beatmakers from different parts of the world taught him how to cooperate (social skills).

Concluding Remarks

The results show that in these cases of creative processes, which are collective in character, the lyrics are superior to the music. Although the groups use the same ready-made music backgrounds, the lyrics become varied and very personal. In their activities, the main focus is on the lyrics, which is in opposition to most young amateur rock bands who mainly focus on playing music, learning their instruments, and creating a personal sound, etc.

In the two hip-hop communes, some of the members were absent from or delayed for the recording session. The participating members seemed to be unconcerned by these absences in the group. They seemed not bothered whether all the members were going to participate or not. When the groups gave concerts and gigs, the same phenomenon occurred: some members were absent. In another genre and ensemble, it would probably cause panic if one member did not show up, especially in rock music. In the hip-hop commune, the activity continues as usual; a member could emcee one extra verse instead of the absent member’s verse. How could this view on attendance affect their future working life or future education? In their view, the work in the group continues even though one member is absent.

The rappers see their own musical progress in terms of an expanded vocabulary and greater life experiences. The flow gets better by determined practice in rapping. The definition of the term rhythmic ability is having the right timing in the emceeing, and it should fit in with the music. The lyrics should have a message, should mean something, and the rap should swing. The voice becomes a musical instrument, which creates rhythmical figures with words, syllables, and sound copied words. This makes the music more alive.

The separation between music and lyrics is an important part of hip-hop.7 This is clarified in the recording studio where the music and lyrics meet. Various groups can use the same beat (musical background) and they can refer to other lyrics in their own text (intertexuality), but they cannot copy another person’s work. Two different working hip-hop songs can thus be made out of the same beat. The activity in the recording studio shows a realistic creation process of a tune, whereas the preparatory work of the musical background is not in focus; what is essential is the meeting between words and music. The music is already recorded; that’s why they do not prepare it further. In a professional situation, a turntable could have been used to make scratches and cuts to make the music more alive. However, the beatmaker did not bring his turntable to the studio, so the hip-hop tune in the study could not be prepared further in that respect.

The emcees (the members of the groups) prepared the lyrics. They cut away words in order to make the lines rhythmical so they could fit in with the musical background. The music guided the creating process through the lyrics, which had to be adjusted to the music and not the other way around.

The verses were written and performed individually, and the choruses were collectively presented in both groups. It was a struggle between the music and the words in Group B’s version. They felt that they were rapping at a higher tempo than the beat. The higher tempo of the emceeing made the beat swing, according to the members of the second group. It is a paradox that Group A, being more literary focused, was more controlled by the music than the second group. The second group’s more intimate relationship with the music made them work more freely and independently from the musical background in the creation process. The members of Group A emphasized their own personal learning progress. When one of the members discovered how non-rhythmically he was emceeing, he was shocked.

Lindberg points out that rock lyrics have sound qualities and the text composition often relies on the special sound of certain words, which depends on the lead vocalist’s pronunciation and articulation.8 It is obvious that the group used words with good sound qualities, especially Group B, who used English in their lyrics. They were working consciously and unconsciously to make the words sound good. All rappers use their own favorite expressions and words when they produce their lyrics. When the emcees improvise (freestyle), they use words and expressions in the same way as jazz/rock musicians use scales and riffs in their improvisations. Both groups use collage techniques in the creative process of the lyrics. The verses do not necessarily fit in terms of content, as all members contribute with their own personal part to the collective collage. Their lyrics could metaphorically be looked upon as a web site or network, since the chorus is the start site and the different verses are the links that do not have to be read chronologically. The music and the lyrics are cyclical, are full of citations and references, and are non-linear/non-chronological. We called this cut-and-paste aesthetics, a phenomenon that has its origins in the PC world. The collage-made music intensifies the meaning of the words, making it easier to communicate with the listener. The concept of signifying is relevant when discussing both the lyrics and the music.9 The initiated listener perceives both the earlier speaker’s version and the new speaker’s revision of the preceding text. It is the same thing with the music, since the collage-made music’s references are the music maker’s revision of the preceding speaker.10 Music and lyrics refer to television commercials, computer games, film, politics, well-known celebrities, and to the history of music and literature, and are strongly intertextual.11 The listener becomes more of a co-creator than a mere consumer in a traditional way, and creates meanings by means of his/her personal references. Accordingly, every listener creates a specific personal product, and a listener who cannot interpret and understand the intertextuality in hip-hop becomes a “cultural victim”; cultural knowledge amongst hip-hoppers is necessary for acceptance.

As shown in this study, music creation could be handled globally through the Internet. The beatmaker found friends in other parts of the world and worked in apprenticeship with other beatmakers throughout the world. It is obvious that hip-hop is a glocal culture. Global hip-hop is also extremly local.12

It is interesting to note the high status of the analogue techniques, long-playing vinyl records, and old synthesizers, which the hip-hoppers integrate into the digital landscape. In the same way as the members of the communes develop their knowledge about languages, the beatmaker develops other skills: technical, economical and social. When the beatmaker uses ready-made music in his compositions, it is obvious that he is the animator, the one who is responsible for the musical collage.13 As seen in the results section, the members of the groups created a collage of texts from all over the world in their lyrics, both on an individual and collective level. According to Barthes,14 as authors and composers, the hip-hop musicians might be described as “dead” in the sense that they did not actually invent the lyrics and the song, but rather composed in the sense of “putting it together.”

In conclusion, the changeable element of hip-hop fits well with the educational discourse of life-long learning. The unfinished dimension of the hip-hoppers’ working processes is shown in the fact that different types of texts never become manufactured products. The meeting between music and words is flexible in the sense that the beats can always be combined with other lyrics, and vice versa. An interesting question is what happens to the young people of hip-hop when they get established in adult life? Can they use their knowledge and experiences from the hip-hop years in different future professions? As stated in the introduction of the present chapter, one way of looking into the future might be to use youth culture as a mirror: a seismograph15 or a barometer of future changes.16

In the teacher education discourse in Scandinavia, the ancient Greek word mousikē has re-emerged. In “mousike”, the four art forms of dance, visual arts, music and literature are integrated. Being mousikeal means to be able to act in an aesthetic way where the four art forms are intertwined. Hip-hop is not only music, it is something much more: an integrated artistic expression. Hip-hop indicates that today, music is rarely separated from other art forms. Hence, it might be argued that “mousike´” in the teacher education discourse and hip-hop culture are two phenomena, each describing and reflecting the society of today.
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