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A note from Conrad:

This book is dedicated to my first Valentine– my nan, Eileen Hewett. Rest in Peace.

My mum, who is probably currently driving a bus.

My social worker, Julie M.

And my students, mentees and workshop participants, who have all informed my practice.

Boom! Tee! Cla!
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ON COLLABORATION AND THE VOICES IN THIS BOOK

No one accomplishes anything alone: the best rapper, singer, writer or athlete you can think of has teachers, coaches, friends and mentors who help nurture and develop their talent. An emcee needs a DJ, and every performer needs an audience. One of the main principles of hip hop theatre (and all theatre, hopefully) is the art of collaboration. We want you to use this book to connect with others and build communities. You don’t get really good at anything, or get anywhere in life, without a community of some kind. The process of creating and performing is community-building through collaboration. Collaboration is a craft: a skill you hone and polish over time. It is ever-changing and very hard to master.

An essential aspect of collaboration is recognzing people for their distinct talents and the perspectives they bring. Too many times, the people and groups who innovate at street and community level have their work taken and used by others without proper payment or recognition.

So, it’s important for us to acknowledge that this book is a collaboration, and to tell you a bit about how we worked on it.

The games and exercises in Making Hip Hop Theatre all come from Conrad Murray’s work in pioneering hip hop theatre through devising with the BAC (Battersea Arts Centre)1 Beatbox Academy and other theatre companies such as Theatre de Cunt2 and Beats & Elements. You can read more about productions by these companies in Part Three. Katie Beswick is a writer and theatre academic, who grew up listening to hip hop music and who has taught, researched and written about theatre, hip hop and street culture for the past decade or so. This work brought us into contact when Katie wrote about Conrad’s show DenMarked.3 We stayed in touch, and when Conrad decided he wanted to share his practice in a book, we got together to figure out the right way to do it. We have worked in the studio over three years, writing through collaboration. The book you’re holding in your hands is the result. Katie’s job has been in writing and developing the historical and contextual research, and in editing and creating text from scraps of writing, conversations and longer submissions.

As hip hop theatre pioneer Daniel Banks writes, for a ‘project to look and feel like Hip Hop, multiple voices need to be heard’.4

Making Hip Hop Theatre concerns Conrad’s practice, so he sometimes wants to address you, our readers, directly, in his own voice. When he does this, the text appears in a different font and he refers to himself using ‘I’.

In the one place where Katie writes in her own voice, using ‘I’, this is also indicated in the text.

Because one of the principles of hip hop is to amplify other people’s voices as well as your own, we’ve asked people who have collaborated with Conrad and the Beatbox Academy over the years to contribute. Their words are set out in boxes, with their names indicating authorship.

Otherwise, when we write like this, in a more formal style, we refer to ourselves as ‘we’. These bits were written collaboratively by Katie and Conrad. In Part Three, we switch to an interview format.

We hope that the perspectives in this book speak to both established and emerging theatre-makers. We have tried to maintain our collaborators’ distinctive writing styles to give you a sense of their voices and personalities.

Just because someone appears on these pages, it doesn’t mean they agree with everything in the book. That is the beauty of hip hop: it gives access to different voices and opposing ideas, and we get to know and understand each other better through sharing our unique views on the world.


Here’s Conrad

Although this book is not about me, a core tenet of hip hop is knowledge of self. For that reason, there will be stories and details about my life and the events that shaped my practice woven throughout the book. Because hip hop theatre is collaboration, I will also mention other artists and collaborators, mentors and co-conspirators.

I wanted to create hip hop theatre because I felt that there was something missing from theatre. There were no books I had read, shows I had seen or practitioners I had studied in class that expressed the feelings I had in my head and body. There was an aesthetic missing. I started to express my own lunatic vision from age fourteen, and it took until I was around twenty-four for people to start listening. Mainly my friend and collaborator, the legend Monique Duchen.

Hip hop is culture at grassroots and is a great leveller. Everybody can get involved. It comes from working-class people, and we are usually the most creative. We have to be. You create something from nothing, or you remix something: you turn it into something else. You take clothes and you change ’em. Today it’s a t-shirt, tomorrow it’s a skirt. My friend Ben in South Thames College did it all the time.

Many theatre texts on method and theory are not accessible to a lot of people. I had trouble penetrating some of the classic books, at first. For that reason, this book aims to be something you can pick up and use as a manual, and instantly understand and relate to. I’m sharing years of practical experience and giving it to you. You don’t have to read the book all the way through, from start to finish – pick and choose the bits that help you make the work you want to make. We repeat the important stuff, so you won’t miss anything if you dip in and out. Hopefully, some of the stories, anecdotes and exercises here will inspire you to create in your own lane. Your version of hip hop theatre won’t look like mine. Great. Like Nas said, ‘The world is yours.’





1 We use the terms Battersea Arts Centre and BAC interchangeably throughout the book, as is standard when discussing the venue in everyday conversation. For the BAC Beatbox Academy, which is an affiliated but separate organization, the abbreviated version is always used.

2 Theatre de Cunt was Conrad’s first theatre company, established with a group of friends, as discussed in Part Three. They deliberately pushed against the norms of the theatre industry and tried to offend what they saw as middle-class sensibilities. As such, they sometimes spelled their name Theatre De Cunt, and abbreviated it to TDC. In this book, we have standardized the spelling to ‘Theatre de Cunt’ (or TdC) for consistency and to reflect how it usually appeared in newspaper articles and in publicity, such as flyers and posters, for shows at the BAC.

3 See Part Three for a discussion of this production. See also Katie Beswick, Social Housing in Performance: The English Council Estate On and Off Stage (London: Bloomsbury Methuen, 2019).

4 Daniel Banks, Say Word! Voices from Hip Hop Theater (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011), v.



OUR COLLABORATORS

Here’s a bit about the people who have written contributions for this book.



ABH is a beatbox champion with ten years of professional experience. His accolades include UK Beatbox Solo Champion (2019), UK Beatbox Solo Vice Champion (2016), UK Beatbox Tag Team Vice Champion (2014 and 2015), Toyota Feeling the Street Finalist (2015), London Beatbox Champion (2015) and Birmingham Beatbox Champion (2015). His work includes collaborations with the medical sector (Vocal Beats), as a touring artist for Folk Dance Remixed and as a collaborator and international touring performer with the multi-award-winning show Frankenstein: How to Make a Monster (BAC Beatbox Academy and Battersea Arts Centre).



David Bonnick Junior (Jr) is a passionate and creative south London actor who, after starting his career at the age of sixteen, went on to study Acting at Mountview Academy of Theatre Arts, London. His screen roles include Bobby Brown in Whitney and Bobby: Addicted to Love for ITV, and a returning estate agent in EastEnders for BBC. On stage, his work has been varied, working long term with the Young People’s Theatre at the BAC, performing elsewhere in shows including The Day the Waters Came, Scratched Out and the National Youth Theatre’s Nesting and collaborating as a member of the theatre companies Theatre de Cunt and Beats & Elements. Jr is also a talented rap artist, who performs under the name Gambit Ace at music festivals such as Boomtown, Wilderness and I Luv Live. He has his own music available to stream and download.



Kate Donnachie is an actor, singer and beatboxer from south London. She recently played Bushkid in Pilot Theatre’s national tour of Crongton Knights. She has been part of the BAC Beatbox Academy since 2014, training, performing and now facilitating. She’s an understudy in their five-star show, Frankenstein: How to Make a Monster. After graduating from Italia Conti as a Carlton Hobbs Bursary Award Runner-Up and Alan Bates Award finalist in 2018, Kate has appeared in a variety of projects, including the autobiographical 3 Years, 1 Week & A Lemon Drizzle (Underbelly, Edinburgh Festival) with her actor/writer sister, Alexandra Donnachie.



Nathaniel Forder-Staple, aka Native The Cr8ive, is a beatboxer, record producer, sound engineer and DJ from south London, with a love for music and a passion for theatre. He is a member of the BAC Beatbox Academy and a collaborator and performer on the hit show Frankenstein: How to Make a Monster.



Aminita Francis is an actor, vocal artist, composer and writer from London, her musical and theatrical works have taken her from Battersea to Brazil. Her talents, originally nurtured by subsidized arts programmes, have come full circle as she now facilitates music and performance workshops for young people between tour dates. Recent credits include the critically acclaimed Frankenstein: How To Make a Monster (Battersea Arts Centre and BBC film), The Immersive Great Gatsby (West End) and Bugsy Malone (Lyric).



Dominic Garfield is Co-Artistic Director at HighRise Theatre, a company that uses grime and hip hop to connect with communities. His work as a writer and director for HighRise has seen him work in partnership with The Orange Tree, Theatre Royal Stratford East, Talawa, Tara Arts, BAC, Company 3 and Camden People’s Theatre. He is also an associate artist with interactive theatre geniuses Coney.



Peter Green was a member of Theatre de Cunt. He is currently an editor for Sky TV, and a father.



Jason Hawkes is a member of the BAC Beatbox Academy.



David Jubb is a producer. Between 2004 and 2019, he was Artistic Director and CEO of Battersea Arts Centre, with a purpose ‘to inspire people to take creative risks to shape the future’. During David’s time with the BAC, it launched The Beatbox Academy, introduced The Agency to the UK, became the world’s first Relaxed Venue, produced Performance Live on BBC, opened the BAC Moving Museum, led the Collaborative Touring, Creative Museums, Moving Roots and Co-Creation Networks, and used Scratch with Haworth Tompkins to create a multi-award-winning transformation of its building, including artist accommodation, family spaces and a hub for social entrepreneurs.



Tobi Kyeremateng, FRSA, is a multi-award-winning producer and writer from south London. As a producer, she has created film, audio, and live work for organizations including BBC, British Vogue, Horniman Museum, Institute of Contemporary Arts, Nike, No Signal, Roundhouse, Royal Court Theatre, Tate Modern, PUMA, Sony Music and more, and has had her work platformed on BBC Three, BBC Four, BBC Sounds, Complex, FACT Magazine, and NOWNESS. Tobi has written for media outlets including Black Ballad, gal-dem, Howlround, The Guardian, The Independent, and LOVE Magazine, with an essay published in Black Joy (Penguin 2021).



Brian Logan is a writer, theatre-maker and the artistic director of Camden People’s Theatre (CPT). His theatre work at CPT includes directing and co-creating This is Private Property (2016), Fog Everywhere (2017) and Human Jam (2019). Before that, he spent sixteen years as co-director (with Alex Murdoch and Neil Haigh) of the acclaimed touring theatre company, Cartoon de Salvo. Brian’s play, David Hume’s Kilt, was developed at the National Theatre of Scotland, and its follow-up, The Keys to the Universe, was the runner-up for the Robert McLellan Award. Brian also writes about comedy and theatre for The Guardian, and is a former assistant theatre editor of Time Out London.



Lakeisha Lynch-Stevens is an actor, writer, theatre-maker and an associate artist of Beats & Elements, who has performed and created for many theatres, platforms and locations UK-wide. She is hugely inspired by the crossed wires between theatre-making and music and finding the most unique ways to illuminate complex stories. Lakeisha directs both Camden Youth Theatre and Uncover Theatre. She was a Jenny Harris Award nominee in 2015. Credits include High Rise eState of Mind, The Fellowship Project (The Working Party), Cards for Tyrone and Birthday Wish (British Urban Film Festival).



Mark Yousry Abdel-Malek Mikhail, aka Jungle Boy, was a performer with Theatre de Cunt. He studied Drama at Kingston University and attended Battersea Arts Centre’s Young People’s Theatre programme. He lives in Scotland, where he writes in his spare time, and is currently developing film ideas.



Liz Moreton is Director of Creativity and Social Change at Battersea Arts Centre. She has spent the last fifteen years developing programmes which use art and culture for social transformation. Liz set up the Co-Creating Change Network, a network of over 100 people, who are exploring the role artists and cultural organizations can play with community partners to co-create social change in the UK. Liz co-leads The Agency, a national partnership programme, which uses a creative process developed in the favelas of Rio to support young people from underserved areas of England, Wales and Northern Ireland. For Battersea Arts Centre, Liz has led on setting up many programmes and initiatives, including: The Scratch Hub, a co-working space and programme for creatives and social entrepreneurs; Homegrown Festival, which welcomes thousands of new young artists and audiences every year; BAC’s Young Producer programme for young people who are under-represented in the arts; and the BAC Beatbox Academy who have toured shows around the world.



Barry Murray, known as Boston, was a founding member of Theatre de Cunt. He still writes in his spare time and is a father to Isaac and Blake.



Emma Rice is the proud Artistic Director of her company, Wise Children, and an internationally respected theatre-maker and director. For Wise Children, Emma has adapted and directed the productions, Angela Carter’s Wise Children, Enid Blyton’s Malory Towers and Romantics Anonymous. As Artistic Director of Shakespeare’s Globe (2016–18), she directed Twelfth Night, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Little Matchgirl (and Other Happier Tales). For the previous twenty years, she worked for Kneehigh as an actor, and as Director and Artistic Director and created many critically acclaimed productions. Emma received the Outstanding Contribution to British Theatre Award at the 2019 UK Theatre Awards.



Paula Varjack is a theatre-maker, video artist, writer and performer. Her body of work includes performance, film, installation and participation. Across these forms, her work interrogates identity and community, while celebrating popular culture. Having begun her practice as a solo artist, her work has become increasingly collaborative, shaped by the artists who inspire and collaborate with her. Born in Washington, DC, to a Ghanaian mother and a British father, she considers east London ‘home’.



WHY WE WROTE THIS

When we studied theatre at university in the early 2000s, we were not taught about class politics. Nobody mentioned it. Tony Blair was in charge and Britain was apparently now a classless utopia. We were at separate universities and didn’t know one another until much later, but we had both come from working-class areas in south London, where people in our close circles did not have jobs in the creative industries, but where we were surrounded by creativity. Hip hop was everywhere: on MTV, in the style and swagger of the garage and grime emcees in the clubs, in the mouths of kids on the top decks of busses, spitting about their lives. Still, the idea that you could be a performer, a writer, a musician – that you could stage plays, sell albums and have books published and that this would be your living was quite alien. We knew it was possible in principle, but we didn’t have any blueprints for how you got from the places we were from to the places where other people were: those actors and writers and musicians.

We came together to create this book partly because we found through chatting online about theatre, culture and politics that we had some similar experiences that gave us a shared perspective on aspects of the creative process. This shared perspective is about an understanding of class more than anything else. The truth is, it is easier to make a living through art if you are from a middle-class background – and not only because of money, although that is a huge factor. The difficulty is also about how hard it is to find your way without a map. If you don’t know anybody who has done the things you want to do, then there are no footsteps to follow in. You don’t know people who can give you advice from a place of selfless love, or a leg up, and the pathways to a career are hazy. Interviews and features in newspapers and on TV glamourize successful working-class people as freaky geniuses, and you know you are probably not a genius.

The other problem is that when you realize what you want to do, you start seeing everyone you know settling down – marrying and having children, and doing jobs that make that possible. For working-class people, this can mean putting creative ambitions aside for the stability of a wage and regular hours. If you continue chasing creative dreams, you can end up feeling left behind – that maybe this isn’t the life for you, even though performing or writing or making music is the only thing you really care about. And you are constantly misunderstood, by your friends and family who don’t always get what you are doing, and by people in the elite creative professions you want to join. Most people who make a living in creative work are from upper- or upper middle-class backgrounds. They have grown up surrounded by people who work in the arts, politics and elite professions. They share certain behaviours, ways of communicating, values and mannerisms – if you don’t speak the way they do or dress how they dress or interact socially with them, it’s easy to be overlooked and dismissed as stupid and inept. Keeping your head down and proving yourself on your own terms can be really difficult. But it isn’t impossible.

There is no special genius who is more capable of creativity than anyone else. It’s just that some of us are given the chance to speak on our own terms and to get better through practice. And some of us learn how to access the gatekeepers who let us keep speaking, and pay us to do it.

So, this book is embedded in class politics. We understand that working-class people are capable of authentic expression and have just as much to offer as their middle-class peers. We want a more equal playing field. We think everyone who wants to join in has something to contribute to a creative process, and that everyone is capable of telling meaningful stories, in their own voice, in order to connect with other human beings. Hip hop is an example of this philosophy: a grassroots movement in authentic expression from the streets that speaks to people from all walks of life.

We want anyone to be able to use this book to start creating. We aim for it to be useful to teachers and facilitators looking for exercises to expand their practice and for case study examples to use in class, to individuals who want to make theatre for a living and to students studying theatre, hip hop and street culture who’d like to know more about the possibilities of the form – as well as hip hop heads who are generally interested in anything about the culture. We have threaded our philosophy of collaboration throughout the book in a way we hope will speak to whoever reads it.

We don’t think your class position defines you, and we encourage you – wherever you come from – to see the value in what you have to offer as well as what other people bring. By using Conrad’s experiences as working-class artist, we intend this book to offer a template for making a career as well as one for making shows and collaborating in all kinds of settings. Know that your own journey will be different and unique, and use the advice, tips and exercises in this book to make the work you want to make. Change up our exercises and advice to fit your life and help you achieve your vision.



NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS

Hip hop theatre takes its influence from the world around us and, more often than not, its inspiration comes from the world of the street. The grit and reality of urban life is reflected in the world of hip hop theatre and its work on stage. This means that, from time to time, some swearing and strong language appears in this text. We think that this is an accurate reflection of the world of hip hop theatre and that it’s important to represent a variety of attitudes in this book.



Some introductions

Hip hop culture: A brief history

The start

On a summer Saturday in 1973, teenagers Cindy and Clive Campbell threw a party in the recreation rooms of their apartment building on Sedgwick Avenue in the Bronx, New York City. According to hip hop legend, this event marks the advent of hip hop as a distinctive cultural movement. Advertised as a ‘Back to School Jam’, the Sedgwick Avenue party was headlined by Clive, performing as ‘DJ Kool Herc’, and promoted on handwritten flyers. Herc’s name was written across the top of the invitation in block graffiti-style lettering (‘A DJ Kool Herc Party’), referencing the graffiti-writing that had become a familiar feature of New York’s inner city from the late 1960s –  especially on the subway cars that served to connect poorer neighbourhoods to more affluent areas (graffiti thus acted as a means of communication between those who were socially and economically divided).1 With his enviable record collection, DJ Kool Herc innovated that night: using two turntables to play the same record, he replayed and extended the instrumental breaks so that people could dance for longer (this also resulted in a greater focus on the dancers, who could show off with advanced techniques and impressively dexterous moves during the breaks). Meanwhile, Herc’s friend, Coke La Rock, called out partygoers’ names over the music, rhyming and hyping up the atmosphere.2

Certainly, the four ‘elements’ of hip hop, emceeing, deejaying, graffiti-writing and breakdance, featured at Sedgwick Avenue. And certainly, there is something exciting about the idea of two teenagers working alongside their friends to improvise a party so innovative that it birthed a cultural movement that went on to span the globe and inspire related movements in cities across the world. The Back to School Jam encompasses the spirit and energy of hip hop: grassroots collaboration, Black-led innovation, local community participation and enjoyment. But, like all legends, although the Sedgwick Avenue story has some truth (the party definitely happened, although Herc probably didn’t innovate with extending the break-beat until the following year), it also serves to make simple the more complex reality. An entire culture did not appear out of nowhere in the Bronx on 11 August 1973. Rather, that party marks a cultural flashpoint, when the significance of an emerging energy became clear and where specific features of a movement related to that energy were in evidence. Hip hop speaks from the streets. It develops musical, artistic and oral cultures that have long been practiced by working-class communities from the Black diaspora and elsewhere. Hip hop draws on poetic performance traditions, local dialects, do-it-yourself aesthetics and urban-inspired movement practices, creating a distinct and innovative genre that is contested (that is, not everybody agrees what it means and exactly what it includes), but also globally recognized.

Block parties like the one on Sedgwick Avenue were held by working-class people all over New York City, and often featured music cultures of the Black diaspora such as Jamaican Dancehall and Afrobeat, as well as popular music like disco and electro. The appropriation of these cultures in a specific context eventually came to distinguish hip hop as its own musical genre and wider cultural and ideological movement, based around a set of aesthetic principles and practices, which, as mentioned above, were known as the ‘elements’ or ‘pillars’. These were articulated by Afrika Bambaataa, and include oral (emceeing, and also for our purposes beatboxing3), aural (deejaying), physical (breakdancing) and visual (graffiti) elements, as well as a fifth ‘mental’ element, which is ‘knowledge’.4 Hip hop knowledge is the deep commitment to spiritual and political awareness, and to the cultivation of a consciousness ‘designed to empower members of oppressed groups’.5 For many hip hop practitioners, the result of this knowledge is a sense of oneness, or in other words, a sense of profound connection to and care for yourself, other people and the world around you. Knowledge asks you to be tuned into injustice and inequality, alert to feelings and sensations and committed to pushing for a better and more equal world.

As hip hop has become mainstream and commercialized, especially in music and fashion, the concept of knowledge is often lost. Through commercialization, hip hop culture is reduced to sensational stereotypes and aligned with crime and violence, losing the central focus on connection, community and spirituality that are core to a hip hop knowledge ethos. In this book, we are committed to hip hop practices rooted in knowledge, and so we focus on this aspect of the culture, rather than on the controversial and stigmatized elements of mainstream commercialized hip hop. This is a book about a body of practice that exists in the world. The overview we give here is designed to help you gain a basic understanding of some aspects of hip hop culture that will assist you with understanding the practical work we discuss later. However, if you are committed to developing spiritual and political consciousness through hip hop, reading more in depth the theory on all aspects of the culture (including those that are often perceived as more negative), as well as listening to albums, watching films and connecting with other hip hop artists will be important, too. There are plenty of great books on hip hop theory and practice that you might want to consult as extra study – some of our favourites are: Tricia Rose’s The Hip Hop Wars, Reiland Rabaka’s The Hip Hop Movement and Bakari Kitwana’s Why White Kids Love Hip Hop. We offer more resources at the end of Part One.

Hip hop, race and class

It is beyond question that hip hop is rooted in Black culture and politics, especially in the US. The role of the civil rights movement and related artistic movements such as the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts movement, which fought for racial justice and celebrated Black culture, are central to the development of hip hop and these influences endure in hip hop cultures and practices today. In rap, the celebration of linguistic wit emerging from street, diasporic and racialized dialects continues to shape the form. The visual lineages of graffiti, in the use of bright colours to express emotions, and in its insistence on defacing symbols of capitalist oppression, draws on some of the principles of the ‘Black Aesthetic’, which sought to encourage the use of art to rally Black people to resist their oppression under capitalism.6 It is important to emphasize these Black cultural roots, because the principle of knowledge compels us to be aware of the unjust contexts that birthed the hip hop movement.

We must also be aware, however, that the Bronx in the 1970s was not an exclusively Black neighbourhood. Hispanic and white working-class people lived alongside African Americans, and also participated in the cultures and practices of hip hop. As Danny Hoch notes, hip hop came about as a result of ‘Southern blacks living alongside Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Jamaicans and a handful of working-poor whites, all of whom drew upon both inherited and appropriated cultures in the face of urban decay and accelerated technology’.7 Thus, while we can say that hip hop is a movement rooted in the Black diaspora, it is not a culture that is owned by any one group of people, and there is not a single authentic hip hop that can be claimed by any group in order to divide us from and deprive us of one another.

In the years since its inception, hip hop culture and practice has travelled around the globe, and people of all races and creeds have adopted, adapted, appropriated and innovated aspects of the movement. It has proven especially popular in urban multicultural working-class communities – after all, working-class people in impoverished districts of most major cities have long lived side by side with neighbours of different races and ethnicities. When hip hop practitioners speak about ‘realness’ and ‘being real’, they are often referring to not only the ability to behave authentically, but to those people who have a ‘real’ connection to multicultural working-class, inner-city communities. These real people interacting daily because of location and because of their position in the class system form the communities where hip hop continues to develop. Hip hop appeals in these circumstances because it offers a way to celebrate lives that are considered worthless by the overarching capitalist value system. The Scottish writer and rapper Darren McGarvey (aka Loki) argues that hip hop appeals to working-class people, ‘because it reveals the richness of their own experience; the poetry in what is often regarded by wider society as the dereliction and vulgarity of their lives’.8 This is why we embrace the collective possibilities of hip hop evident in its global practice and popularity. We practice hip hop because of its ability to speak from and appeal across national, cultural, gendered, racialized and class borders. The way hip hop practice is applied at the Beatbox Academy and in Conrad’s practice more widely is that it is open to everybody, whatever their experience, identity or political position: everybody is welcome, everybody has a voice worth hearing and a story worth telling, everyone can be authentic and connect with others if they come as themselves and give themselves truthfully to the work.

UK hip hop

Hip hop entered mainstream UK consciousness during the 1980s, and became extremely popular as young people began to experiment with music, breakdance and graffiti and to give it their own local flavour. Like hip hop in the US, UK hip hop culture drew on traditions from the Black diaspora, but also tapped into very local working-class cultures and vernacular to produce tracks that were utterly specific to the UK context, with particular sounds emerging in different cities and districts. One of the most significant moments in the development of a distinctive British hip hop style was the release of London Posse’s record ‘Money Mad’ in 1988. Here, the artists used their own accents, which was relatively unusual as most British rappers had affected American-inflected accents up until that point. The track uses dub reggae (an electronic development of reggae music), giving it a particular sound that came to distinguish British hip hop.9 Just over a decade later, in the early 2000s, grime music developed the British hip hop sound further – fusing garage and jungle music influences, but maintaining the link with global hip hop culture through visual elements such as style, and through the use of hip hop samples. For those of us who were teenagers and young adults growing up in London during the evolution of grime, the sounds were dirty, thrilling and gave us a sense of ownership and identity as we heard rappers on pirate radio stations, in clubs and on public transport spit in our local dialects, and narrate stories that felt precisely like the life we were living.

Similar stories of the adoption and adaption of hip hop music to local circumstances and conditions can be told in countries and cities across the world. The question of why hip hop has such a global appeal is too big for us to answer in this book – but one core reason is that the means of production (that is, the equipment and resources you need to make) in hip hop are free or very inexpensive.10 Almost anyone can use their voice to make sounds, can gather with their friends to play and dance to records, can buy or steal spray paint or a marker pen to tag their name in public spaces and can connect to others in profound ways through collaboration and enjoyment. These fundamental aspects of the culture are free, easily appropriated and open to endless innovation.

Hip hop theatre

This book is about the application of hip hop to theatre. Conrad and his collaborators are by no means the first artists to do this – although their own distinctive style and practices are different from other kinds of hip hop theatre on offer. What we do has its own flavour, and we encourage anyone using hip hop in their own practice to innovate and bring their unique perspective to the work.

The term ‘hip hop theatre’ was coined by the pioneering UK-based hip hop practitioner Jonzi D, who curates the annual Breakin’ Convention, an international hip hop theatre festival. Despite his work in the field, Jonzi does not receive enough mainstream recognition for innovating the UK theatre landscape. Hip hop theatre or ‘hip hop theater’ to adopt the US spelling, is now fairly widespread, with elements of hip hop culture adopted into numerous theatrical examples. Of course, just because a theatre show references hip hop, that doesn’t make it hip hop theatre. Practitioner Danny Hoch argues that hip hop theatre is: ‘by, about and for the hip-hop generation, participants in hip-hop culture, or both’.
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