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About the Book

Complex. Controversial. Compulsive.

Rap elicits strong and divisive opinions but beyond the hype and the criticism there lies an intricate and incisive form of music.

In How to Rap, Paul Edwards gets to the heart of the art form, looking at every aspect: topics and form, editing and rhyming, setting words to music, collaborating and vocal techniques.

One hundred of the most innovative rappers share their insights and personal experiences of MCing, including A Tribe Called Quest, Big Daddy Kane, Pharoahe Monch and Schoolly D.

This first-of-its-kind guide provides the beginner with tools to develop as a rapper, while offering the pro wisdom from the best in the industry. Quite simply a must have for anyone fascinated by hip-hop and the art of wordplay.


About the Author

Paul Edwards is a writer and researcher of hip hop. He is regarded as a leading expert on hip hop and rap, and has been referred to as ‘the Aristotle of Hip-Hop poetics’ by internationally acclaimed and award-winning poet Dana Gioia.
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Foreword

I started to learn how to rap just watching the older dudes do it in the park. I had to be about 9, 10 years old when I first started hearing hip-hop music being played out in the parks, out in the neighborhoods. I saw the DJ on the two turntables scratching, and I saw dudes on the microphone just really keeping the party amped and charged up—just being masters of ceremony, where the word “MC” comes from, just keeping the party alive.

When I first heard some of them spitting back then, as a kid, I was just fascinated by it. I started repeating what I would hear the older guys saying, and that was my first brush with just beginning to learn how to rap.

Being from the era that I’m from, you had to really stand your ground as far as this lyric shit, and that’s why that era bred rappers like a Big Daddy Kane, a KRS-One, a Rakim, a Chuck D…. These dudes, they moved you—they moved you from the soul. Their rapping capability and ability—these dudes were phenomenal.

I’m a student of the Grandmaster Caz’s, the Melle Mels, the Kool Moe Dees, Silver Fox from Fantasy 3, and a lot of others, so when people took to me, they were really taking to a part of each of those rappers, because that’s where G Rap was branded from. These were the dudes that influenced G Rap to rap the way he raps or to even just have the motivation to want to stand out from everybody else and not only be different but be the best at what I do—it was inspired by those rappers.

So I think you definitely have to study some of the people that are considered to be legends, and great lyricists, and great rappers—study and do your homework and brush up on your history. You gotta know what it is to be a great MC in order to do it—you gotta hear it, you gotta feel it.

KOOL G RAP

Kool G Rap is a legendary MC whose complex rhyme style and vivid street imagery have influenced a whole generation of MCs. From Eminem showing his respect to G Rap in his Grammy acceptance speech to Jay-Z citing G Rap’s greatness in his song “Encore” (“hearing me rap is like hearing G Rap in his prime”) to being named as a major influence by the majority of the rappers interviewed for this book, Kool G Rap’s standing as one of the most influential and skilled MCs of all time is indisputable.


Introduction

Always continue to learn—reading is a great way to intake information—and never think you’re the best. You always have something to learn from someone.
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How to Rap teaches you the art and science of MCing through the words and lyrics of some of the most influential and respected MCs of all time, from all areas of hip-hop. Over a hundred MCs were interviewed exclusively for this book, including pioneers and contemporary MCs, mainstream and underground rappers (there is a complete list of all the interviewed artists here). As many different types of artists as possible were included, to draw on their individual strengths—explaining everything from writing deep political lyrics to crafting chart-topping choruses.

All the techniques, methods, and suggestions come directly from the artists themselves, so that you can learn in the same way that all rappers have learned—from other rappers. As Tech N9ne says, “Study MCs, see what they do, then make your own—that’s how everybody started.” All the artists interviewed for How to Rap told a similar story of how they learned their craft by listening to other MCs, analyzing those artists’ work, and constantly expanding their range of skills.

Rah Digga

I studied KRS-One, Rakim…. Kool G Rap from the Juice Crew kind of set the standards for me as far as what was considered a dope verse and dope rhyming, so I basically just mimicked him. I just kind of analyzed their styles, like, OK, Kool G Rap uses a lot of similes and metaphors, and I just made sure I did that a lot.

The words of the interviewed artists will guide you step by step through the art form, breaking down the different elements of the craft. The fundamental elements of MCing divide How to Rap into the following parts: “Content,” “Flow,” “Writing,” and “Delivery.” By exploring the key components individually, you can focus on and master each one.

Bishop Lamont

If you want to be someone great and someone who will be remembered, you have to master that field, and that means mastering every aspect and every style that there is. You take 2Pac—he mastered every element, every aspect—[and] Biggie under the same circumstances, of mastering all the hemispheres of the music.

How to Rap also provides valuable insight into the history of MCing, exposing you to many of the pivotal figures in hip-hop, their music, and their influences, and to the notable styles within the genre. And knowing this history helps you become a great MC by building on the decades of work and innovation of other MCs. Myka 9 of Freestyle Fellowship notes that “today’s MCs are building on a foundation that has already been established,” and Guerilla Black adds, “Study, really pay attention to what’s going on—it’ll teach you a lot. That’s one thing about Eminem: Eminem listened to everything and that’s what made him one of the greats.”

will.i.am, Black Eyed Peas

Study, know all of the facts. Know where Nas got his style from, know Jay-Z, where he came from—go get the Jaz [Jaz-O], go buy “Hawaiian Sophie” [a Jaz-O single featuring Jay-Z]. Go learn where Biggie got his style from, and once you realize he was influenced by people like Black Moon, and you like Black Moon and you like Heltah Skeltah [both of supergroup Boot Camp Clik], then you can find out where Black Moon got their style from, and then you go learn about Stetsasonic—“Talkin’ All That Jazz”—and De La Soul and Jungle Brothers. Debbie Harry, Blondie and Fab Five Freddy—that’s the first Pharrell and Gwen Stefani, that’s the first will.i.am and Fergie in Blondie and Fab Five Freddy. If you like Missy Elliot then you know she got her shit from Roxanne Shanté and [others], if you like Lil Jon, they got their style from Luke and 2 Live Crew … you like 2 Live Crew, they got their style from blah blah blah … and then you got a history. So if you want to be an MC, you’ve got to know where shit comes from, you gotta know different styles, you gotta know different patterns, you gotta know different coasts. You gotta know Geto Boys, you gotta know why T.I. is T.I., where did T.I. get his style from—I could break T.I. down, T.I. is dope, but everybody get their style from somebody. That’s what makes a good MC, a person that knows and that can be a chameleon—chameleon MCs are cats that can do all the styles.

How to Rap covers a wide range of the techniques used by many artists. Although different MCs have different opinions and different ways of doing things, every viewpoint and technique has been included to give a complete picture. In fact, the majority of MCs don’t have a set formula they use all the time—they use different combinations of the techniques found in How to Rap.

Ill Bill

There’s no set process [for me]—there’s a hundred different ways to skin a cat and I use all one hundred and beyond. A lot of different things influence me to write rhymes, a lot of different ways I end up writing them—there’s no specific ritual. I don’t think there’s any artist that’s gonna tell you there is one specific way they create every single time—there might be, but I doubt it. It’s just not gonna work that way, especially if you’re a touring artist [who’s] always in the mix of different situations at any given time.

There is no single “correct” way to do anything—the right way is whatever works best for you and your music. As you pick and choose from among the huge range of techniques and methods found in this book, you will develop your own style.

MCs, Emcees, Rappers, Lyricists, Artists

The terms MC (sometimes spelled emcee), rapper, lyricist, and artist appear many times in How to Rap. Sometimes distinctions are made among these terms—for example, MC may be used to imply a high level of live performance skill, while lyricist may be used to describe an artist with particularly intricate lyrics. However, the majority of the people interviewed for this book used these terms interchangeably, so to avoid confusion, How to Rap makes no distinction between the terms—they all refer to someone who raps.

Shock G, Digital Underground

The origin of why rappers are called “MCs” in the first place comes from the phrase Master of Ceremonies—thus the MC prefix to so many rappers’ names, especially in the [early days of hip-hop].
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Content


1

Content Topics

Honestly, nothing is nothing without content, because a lot of [rappers] be flowing but they ain’t saying shit. I kick stories, I kick conscious shit, I kick braggadocio shit, freestyles…. I kick everything.
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THE CONTENT OF a hip-hop song (sometimes called the subject matter) includes every subject you talk about in your lyrics. It is what you’re actually rapping about, rather than the rhythms and rhymes you’re using (the flow), or how you’re using your voice to perform, or “spit,” those rhythms and rhymes (the delivery). Hip-hop artists tackle a huge range of content in their music—anything you can think of can become the subject of a hip-hop track.

will.i.am, Black Eyed Peas

[Topics come] from anything and everything. Sometimes I rap about stuff from clubs. Sometimes I rap about the world. It just comes—whatever inspires me.

Some MCs like to stick to the topics they’re most familiar with, while others cover a wide variety of subjects. MURS, for example, says, “I can write about anything. A challenge to me is you saying, ‘MURS, you’re in a room with a paperclip and a stripper—make a song about it.’” Content will always vary from artist to artist.

Evidence, Dilated Peoples

That’s the dynamic of our group. We speak on a lot of different topics because as MCs we’re real different kinds of people.

Rock, Heltah Skeltah

There have always been simple rappers, and there have always been complex rappers … there have always been party rappers, there have always been gangsta rappers. There have always been a lot of different types of rap, and there still are a lot of different types of rap.

The content can give you a direction to take a song in—Paris says, “I’ll have a list of topics that I want to cover [and] after I’m sure I’ve covered everything, I’ll start composing the actual tracks.” Most MCs like to have strong content, because it helps them express themselves better as artists, rather than just rhyming for the sake of rhyming. They agree that what you’re saying is just as important as the way you’re saying it with your flow and delivery.

MC Shan

If I just wanted to pull out a rhyming dictionary and make something just to make words rhyme, I could do that, but I be having thought behind the things I say.

Lord Jamar, Brand Nubian

At the end of the day, subject matter is the thing that would really be the meat of what you’re doing. A flow is a flow—I can hum a flow right now—[but] the substance to the flow is what’s being said. What really makes a flow dope is what’s being said within the flow, not just the flow itself.

Many listeners like to hear something being said in a hip-hop track, so having strong content is a great way to draw people to your music. If listeners know that you have great subject matter, they will be more willing to listen to what you’re saying and will pay more attention to it. Entertaining content will always draw people in.

Lateef, Latyrx

The subject matter, the content, is gonna be how it is that people are able to relate to what it is that you’re saying. There are a lot of MCs that I can think of that do subject matter really, really well. Eminem does subject matter really well, where the song is not about the same shit, and it’s fucking crazy…. The subject matter is so out there that you’re really entertained.

Good content also makes your lyrics deeper, which can keep people interested in your music. Instead of just listening to it a few times because it sounds good, they’ll keep coming back to it because they know they can get more out of it. Chuck D of Public Enemy notes that a good flow can make up for a lack of subject matter, “but always short term. After a while it’s gonna be like, OK, where do we go from here?”

Real-Life Content

The majority of MCs like to write from real-life experience—either autobiographical lyrics about things they have actually gone through or lyrics at least generally inspired by situations they’ve encountered.

Havoc, Mobb Deep

[My lyrics come from] life experiences, things I go through, things I see my people go through, stuff like that—everyday life.

Big Pooh, Little Brother

[I like writing about] things I’m going through at the time, things that I went through when I was younger—those are the best, because those are things I went through firsthand, the things I’m going through firsthand, and there’s no better way to start off writing than explaining or writing about something you went through firsthand.

Life is a great source of material. Lyrics are readily available if you can simply rap about what has happened to you at some point in your life.

Tech N9ne

I go out there and I live it—I write my life and then I put it on paper. I don’t believe in writer’s block, because the cure for writer’s block to me is to go out and have something happen to your ass. I’m always having something happening to me.

Termanology

It’s like poetry, man. Every time you got a feeling, you mad at your girlfriend, you’re gonna write a rhyme about it. Cops just beat you up and arrested you, you gonna write a rhyme about it. It’s definitely autobiographical.

MC Serch

Write about yourself. The best way to become a great MC, I feel, is to make your ordinary story, about how you grew up, extraordinary. And if you can bring your story about where you were raised, on what block and what your mama did, and all of that, I think when you do that, and you do it in a way that makes people wanna listen and care, you’re on your way to being a great MC.

Connecting with Listeners

Lyrics that deal with real life are a great way to connect with listeners, as people can easily relate to what you are saying if they have been through something similar. Many of the most admired artists use this technique.

Big Daddy Kane

I think when you look at artists like Melle Mel, Chuck D, 2Pac Shakur, when you look at artists like these cats, it’s the type of thing where what they’re talking about is something that you’ve experienced, something that you’re probably having a problem with. [Like] a bad part of your life, something that you hate having to deal with, and they just touched upon it in song and you felt it, because this is something that’s been messing with you mentally. You felt it and it touched you that way—it hits your heart.

Brother J, X Clan

Look at Eminem. Eminem represented for all of the “white trash,” as they say, with the trailer park and all of the other stuff. He took that whole American community, everybody who related with that, and he went from [there] to being a number-one artist—he’s going down like Elvis in rap, homie. That’s a dream now. He took a whole audience with him. That’s real—you can’t hate on that. [And] you think about 50 Cent, who represented the same elements for every cat hustling a mixtape, trying to get a buzz on in a city of millions of people, and overcoming that to getting a deal.

Even if listeners have not gone through the exact same experience, they will find it easier to relate to the content if they know that the artist has actually experienced it, and if the artist is able to express all the emotion of that experience in his or her lyrics.

Brother Ali

I always want to make music that’s really powerful and personal and real, and that when you hear it, you can feel the feeling that I’m going through. And so the only way that I really know to definitely ensure that is to [write] stuff about my life. Even if I’m writing things that aren’t necessarily my story, it’s somebody very close to me, or something that I’ve seen or that I’ve been involved in. So it’s all from real-life things, and then basically at that point the idea is to just tell you what you need to know to understand where this feeling is coming from.

Expressing Yourself

Writing from real-life experience is also a good way to express yourself as an artist and deal with topics that are important to you.

Remy Ma

[Ideas come from] different places. A lot of times it’s things that you go through, things that you’re feeling, whatever is on your mind that particular day or that particular time period.

Gift of Gab, Blackalicious

[I write about] who I am, who I’d like to be, how the world is, how I’d like the world to be, my victories, my struggles—everything. I’m just telling my story. I think being any kind of artist, you gotta tell your story, you gotta get off your chest the things that you think about on the daily.

Fictional Content

Although many MCs write content that is exclusively based on real life, there are also plenty of MCs who feel that there is a place in hip-hop for fictional content. They believe that because MCing is an art form, you shouldn’t have to limit your imagination and the scope of your music.

O.C., Diggin’ in the Crates

KRS[-One] said it best—he said, “Poetry is the language of imagination” [on the track “Poetry” from Boogie Down Productions’ album Criminal Minded]. I always try to use my imagination, so I usually try to just draw from my imagination on some Steven Spielberg shit.

Fictional content can make lyrics very vivid and entertaining, as you are limited only by what you can think of, rather than having to stick to what actually happened in real life.

Andy Cat, Ugly Duckling

A lot of rap is autobiographical—it’s talking about where you’re from, and your life, and all of that, but I got news for you, [many classic hip-hop artists,] they used to make it all up. They weren’t going out killing people every night—it’s called creativity. I’ll be listening with a friend to some track, and be like, “Dude, why do they think anybody cares about what they do every single day that they hang out, smoke weed, watch movies?” Make some stuff up, man.

Different types of songs may call for different amounts of fiction or reality. For example, a lot of battle-oriented songs (see chapter 2, here) use fictionalized, fantastical content to get the point across and entertain the listener.

Vinnie Paz, Jedi Mind Tricks

When you’re just doing some battle shit, and when you’re saying you’re going to chop someone’s head off, it’s not necessarily very realistic. So it’s really whatever the song calls for. I think if you want to be picky you can critique everyone—if all [someone] talks about is their life and reality then you can critique them for favoring that too much, and if someone’s whole shit’s just constantly over-imaginative, then you would critique them for never really showing a part of who they are. So to me it’s each individual’s choice for what they want people to know about them.

Many MCs use both reality and fiction in their content. As Bishop Lamont says, “I like to combine both, because that’s what the world is. As much as there is black and white, there is a gray area, and all things should be represented, and that gives it the spice.”

Controversial Content

Often, hip-hop lyrics focus on topics that can be controversial, such as violence, sex, drugs, alcohol, power, and money. These forces are sometimes said to have a negative impact on society, but artistically speaking they are inherently attention-grabbing subjects—which is why numerous classic hip-hop albums have revolved around them and will continue to do so.

MURS

No one saw gangsta rap coming. They told them they were crazy: You’re gonna curse on a record and it’s gonna get played? Yeah, right! And now everything on the radio [is like that]. They changed the world [and] you couldn’t have told anyone…. And I think that’s the beauty of hip-hop—you’ll never see it coming, whatever it is.

Devin the Dude

To each his own—that’s what makes rap so incredible, man. There’s so many different kinds of raps and styles and everything, and some people feel that their life is not peaches and cream and it’s hard on the streets and the world is tough and they feel that they should kinda reflect that in their music.

Many artists argue that the negative topics covered in hip-hop lyrics simply reflect those elements that are present in society. One such artist is Lord Jamar of Brand Nubian—a group that is actually noted for its positive, socially conscious lyrics.

Lord Jamar, Brand Nubian

I guess hip-hop represents society in general and America, the best and worst of it. You’re not going to change things in hip-hop if you don’t change things in the world. Anything you find in hip-hop, you’re going to find in society, especially this American society.

But some MCs also warn that if you’re going to cover controversial topics, you should be ready to explain your reasons for doing so.

Crooked I

You might have to sharpen your blade mentally, because when somebody challenges you and says why the hell are you rapping about this and that and this, you want to be able to have a conversation with them and explain exactly why you’re rapping about this and that and the other thing.

Quality and Creativity

Many of the best MCs have covered controversial subjects at some point in their careers and have found that they can inspire great creativity.

Fredro Starr, Onyx

Back in the day, what me and Sticky [Fingaz] used to do is see who could write the most fucked-up shit, like who could write the worst shit. It was fun doing that, coming up with the wildest, most outrageous shit, so it’d stand out.

But these artists put a high level of craft and attention to detail into writing about controversial subject matter. That’s what separates the classic hip-hop albums from the mediocre ones. If you decide to cover these topics, then you should make an effort to do it in an entertaining, original way.

Sheek Louch, D-Block/The LOX

Even if you’re going to talk about guns every second, or drugs every second, I need you to word it [well]. Give me something—bring it to life a little more.

Sean Price, Heltah Skeltah

You’re talking to Sean Price. [With] my subject matter, I’m not trying to save the world. I be smacking the shit out of people in my rhymes, I be drop-kicking people. I know what I’m writing when I write it, though, so it might be some crazy shit, but I know I’m writing the crazy shit, and I want to write the best crazy shit I can write.

Balancing the Negative and the Positive

Life has both positive and negative aspects. Because artists are often influenced by the things they do and witness—the good as well as the bad—this range of experiences is reflected in their content.

Ill Bill

Whatever is going on around me influences me, positive or negative.

David Banner

My environment, stuff that I see around me, things that I’m doing—it was hard for me to write balling songs when I wasn’t balling. I wrote more about pain, I wrote more about the environment which I came out of, I wrote more about struggle.

Some artists make a deliberate effort to include every side of life in their music.

Buckshot, Black Moon

It is trying to [do] the best that I can do, create something spiritual. I try to take the yin and yang approach, which is the balance. Negative and positive is a part of life, so when I write, I write from that perspective—I write from the yin and yang.

Reality/Fantasy

Controversial topics can reflect the harsh realities of life, or they can encourage listeners to fantasize about doing things they can’t do in real life. On the one hand, the reality of struggle and pain can have a profound effect on the listener. A large part of 2Pac’s appeal was the way that the listener could relate to his struggles.

Guerilla Black

2Pac spoke about the common struggle every day in his rhymes—he was never above the average street dude. He always made you feel like he was on the corner with you smoking that last dime bag of weed, with corrupt cops looking for you, and your enemy threatening your life, and how are we gonna survive, and will we die tonight. That’s how Pac made you feel—with 2Pac, you feel like grabbing a pistol and going against the government.

David Banner

It’s about touching somebody’s emotions—the best music is always music that people feel. The one common denominator that all people have and the only thing that links all men and women together is pain, and that’s because of death—everybody’s gonna die, I don’t give a fuck how much money you got.

On the other hand, controversial content can let the listener revel in a fantasy lifestyle along with the artist. The music of the Notorious B.I.G. could have this effect.

Guerilla Black

Whenever B.I.G. would start rapping about the good life, it was like he brought you and sat you at his ever table of luxury and let you eat caviar and drink champagne and let you ride around—he made you feel like you were in a Phantom when you weren’t. He made you glorify those things, the upper echelon. Even when you didn’t have it, you felt like you were there with him—with B.I.G. he made you feel like you just won a million dollars.

Conscious Content

A number of MCs like to focus on conscious content, content that is generally positive or calls for some sort of change or advancement. It often deals with political or social issues, or explores subjects such as relationships in ways that are insightful rather than exploitative. This kind of content can sometimes be difficult to write.

Vast Aire, Cannibal Ox

I could brag all day, but when I’m trying to make a point about religion, or George Bush, or a girl that hurt me—that’s when the rhyme really has to come together well.

Conscious content has long been a big part of hip-hop lyricism, and it remains an important element to this day.

Myka 9, Freestyle Fellowship

In the early, early ’80s—late ’70s, early ’80s—you had cats like [Grandmaster] Caz and Melle Mel that were putting messages in the music and coming with real lyrics.

Brother J, X Clan

Conscious music is forever fresh, homie. It’s never something that is like, “Oh, that was good for yesterday.” There’s always something you can get from it—there’s always someone you can pass it on to and can learn something.

Conscious content often deals with political issues, usually involving the government, economics, or just social conditions in general. To write political content, an artist must have a good knowledge of current events. Vinnie Paz of Jedi Mind Tricks says, “I just try to stay on top of what’s going on, not [just relying on] the traditional means that the American public have for information.”

As for conscious content about relationships, the subject is covered extensively in most musical genres, and hip-hop is no exception. However, because it has been done so many times before, it can be hard to do it well.

Imani, The Pharcyde

You can always get inspired by a pretty woman—there’ll never be enough songs about a fine woman or a scenario or a situation with a woman—so I try to stay away from those situations because it’s not easy to write about. But you always find yourself getting caught up writing about a woman.

Vast Aire, Cannibal Ox

[With one of my songs about relationships,] “The F-Word,” I just went into myself and dug deep and was like, I’m gonna write about dating women that used to be your friend and dating a girl, or trying to date a girl, that doesn’t want to date you because y’all are friends. So I just took it from those angles and used my real experiences. When [Cannibal Ox producer] El-P made the beat, I told El-P, I said, “Yo, El, I’m writing a girl joint to this,” and he was just like, word.

The conscious content of a song doesn’t have to be explicitly presented. It can be subtly woven into the lyrics.

Imani, The Pharcyde

I feel like at times we have our way of letting people know where we stand on certain issues without even really speaking on certain things. Like we’ll put smoke out there because the whole thing is, where there’s smoke, there’s fire, so sometimes you can say something without even saying it.

Harnessing the Power of Hip-Hop

Hip-hop’s popularity and global reach make it a very powerful medium with which to spread messages and influence people. As a result, a lot of artists feel that they carry a great responsibility for delivering conscious content in their songs—they know they can have a major impact on the world, and they don’t want to squander the platform they’ve been given.

Lord Jamar, Brand Nubian

Hip-hop is one of the most influential genres in the world, and we’re selling all kinds of merchandise for people with hip-hop when we can be selling ideas to help change things for the better in the world—using this [genre] for what it could be really for: to make change.

Akir

It might just be my sensibilities or my stance on life, but there’s so much going on around us that I feel needs to be touched on, and the fact that we’re currently in a state of emergency in terms of hip-hop as well, it makes me feel like if somebody’s really giving me the opportunity to say something to them, to inspire their life or inform them, then why would I waste that opportunity?

Brother J, X Clan

We have the opportunity to take what we’ve learned from our teachers and our ancestors and put it into a major media forum. Hip-hop music is a powerful, powerful beast. It relates worldwide—everything is hip-hop. So for us to have the honor to do that here and the honor to put the message of freedom out, that’s where our vibe comes from.

On the other hand, some MCs include conscious content simply to express themselves and their views, rather than to try to prompt social change.

Brother Ali

Even my political songs and stuff, they’re all personal—I’m not doing them to raise awareness. If that does happen, then that’s cool, that’s great, but I’m not making these songs with the idea that I’m gonna change the world with these songs—I’m gonna express myself with these songs.

Substance

Conscious content often has what is described as substance—meaning the content is long lasting, important, and profound, with more relevance and “real meaning” than other content. Vast Aire of Cannibal Ox defines it by saying, “I’ll be dead and gone and people will be playing me and loving me and understanding the time I lived in—that’s substance.” Cormega puts it another way: “Substance will always, always carry you.”

To increase the substance of your content, it is helpful to study other songs that are relevant and profound.

Wise Intelligent, Poor Righteous Teachers

Listen to more intelligent music every day. That’ll help you…. Money is definitely necessary, but it’s not good for the soul to go without knowledge, so money is nothing without knowledge, because knowledge is what fuels the purpose.

Exposure

Conscious content doesn’t always get as much exposure as other types of content in hip-hop. Several artists feel that more pressure should be put on the people in charge of pushing and breaking records to support conscious hip-hop, so that there is more balance in what is played.

Tash, Tha Alkaholiks

The radio stations just need to let people that really, really love this shit get on—give a chance to send a positive message along with the booty-shaking songs, play both of them. Don’t not play “Slap That Booty” or whatever, but in the same breath, play my boy Talib Kweli—play both.

will.i.am, Black Eyed Peas

I think MCs should rap about whatever is on their mind … [but] what I think should happen is companies that put out records should invest in subjects that have meaning to inspire artists to rap about bigger subjects. There’s a lot of rappers out there that rap about meaningful things, it’s just that you don’t hear them on the radio. You have to push radio to play that—radio has to start playing more of that stuff.

Although artists don’t necessarily think they should be made to write about these kinds of topics, in recent years some MCs have seen a rise in the demand for politically aware music—not from the people in charge but from listeners.

Immortal Technique

I don’t think we should force people to [write about more political topics]—I think people should do what they feel. I think right now, in this climate that we’re in, the audience is becoming more demanding of the artist himself.

Club/Party Content

Hip-hop lyrics frequently focus on being in the club, partying, and having a good time in general. Although party content isn’t usually as highly regarded as other kinds of subject matter, it has always been a part of hip-hop, with its own important role to play.

Immortal Technique

Hip-hop in itself used to be a combination of both the knowledge of self [and] hard-core street rhymes, and then there was the party music too. Hip-hop was born in an era of social turmoil and real economically miserable conditions for the black and Latino people living in the hood in America, so in the same way that slaves used to sing songs on a plantation about being somewhere else—that’s the party songs that we used to have.

Tash, Tha Alkaholiks

It’s in the eye of the beholder, man, whoever is listening to it. If you want substance, check out that Strong Arm Steady album, check out that Common, check out that Talib Kweli. If you want to party, turn on that Tash from Tha Alkaholiks, turn on that good Redman, Method Man, turn on the good party music. There’s so many different facets of rap—there’s so many different levels, and personalities, and subject matters. I get on the microphone and I rap about what I like. I rap about having fun, getting busy. MCing—it started with a party atmosphere: let’s party, let’s get back to the basics, everybody put a smile on their face, have fun.

Party content is still difficult to do well, and there is an art to it. As will.i.am of Black Eyed Peas notes, the same care and level of craft goes into creating a club-based song as into any other song: “The making of the song ‘My Humps’ is just as important as ‘Where Is the Love’—the same quality control and paying attention to detail takes place.”

Highlighting Flow

Party content is often a good way to show off an impressive flow (see chapter 4, here). There usually isn’t any complicated or profound subject matter to divert the listener’s attention away from the rhythm and rhyme—so the flow becomes the main attraction.

Mighty Casey

If I’m doing a party song, I’ll try and write to the beat, [because] the flow is more important on a party song.

Stressmatic, The Federation

If it’s just like a party song, a club song, I’d say the flow [is more important], and how it makes you feel, because when you’re in the club you’re not really tripping off the subject matter of the song…. You’re kind of tripping off the beat and how the rapper flows to the beat.

Club tracks often require a fun vibe during the writing and recording processes, so that the right atmosphere is there when the song is played in a club or party setting. Nelly, who has written a number of successful club tracks, including the hit singles “Hot in Herre” and “Shake Ya Tailfeather,” describes writing the track “Party People”: “It was fun—if you listen to that track, that track’s a monster, and I like to switch the flows up a lot, man, so I thought it was great.”
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Content Forms

As far as writing goes, there’s many different forms.

[image: figure] Myka 9, Freestyle Fellowship [image: figure]

CONTENT FORMS ARE the basic ways of structuring the content of a song. A song’s form is not its topic but the overall method it uses to present that topic. For example, an MC could focus on politics as a topic but then present that topic in the form of a story or a battle rap. Having varied content forms allows you to present familiar subjects in a new light, helping you stand out from other MCs and be more original.

Hell Rell, Dipset

The music and the subject matter is constantly changing, so I always challenge myself, like, “OK, what am I saying differently from every other artist?”—and that’s what makes an artist dope and hot: originality. Like the forefathers of hip-hop thrived on originality—if you were a biter, or somebody who copied another person’s style, you had a real black cloud over you, [so] I just try to keep it original.

Rampage, Flipmode Squad

I want to hear a record that’s hot, but I also wanna hear different concepts—I like the artist to take me there, so I can see your point of view.

The Lady of Rage

I don’t wanna hear the same old thing, I wanna hear something that’s gonna blow my mind! [Did] you put some thought in there, did you take the time, did you really sit down and think about that? I just like different, thought-provoking stuff—I’m a lyricist, so I like lyrics. Lyricists and MCs, that’s their main thing—who’s saying the dopest shit, not the simplest shit.

Knowing how to use different content forms can also add variation to your music and make you a much more versatile MC. By approaching the same topics from different angles, with lyrics that range from simple to complex, you increase your ability to connect with many different types of listeners.

Pharoahe Monch

With me a lot of times, it is a concerted effort to do a dense piece of work—and I guess that’s not for everybody. Everybody doesn’t go into a gallery and look at art the same way, and over the years I have painted more simple portraits. I just enjoy not being boxed in as a portrait painter or an abstract artist. You have works like “Who Stole My Last Piece of Chicken?” and “Fudge Pudge” and “My Life” and “Oh No,” and you also have works like “Agent Orange” and “Hypnotical Gases” and “Rape” and “Trilogy,” which are a little more complicated and take more time for the listener to retrieve. But the beauty about that is that you listen to the album for a month and put it down, and [then you] pick it up again and you hear something new.

Braggadocio/Battling Form

Bragging and boasting, known as braggadocio content, have always been an important part of hip-hop lyrics and are an art form all in themselves. This type of content, combined with put-downs, insults, and disses against real or imaginary opponents, makes up the form known as battle rhyming.

Dray, Das EFX

I’m still from [that] era—I came from the era of bragging [and] boasting. Our stuff was more of “Ooh, did you hear what he said?” type of lyrics. That’s what we were going for.

Big Daddy Kane

As an MC from the ’80s, really your mentality is battle format, so when you’re writing a rhyme, the majority of the time you’re writing a bragging and boasting rhyme about yourself being the nicest MC. Really what your focus was, was to have a hot rhyme in case you gotta battle someone, so that was your main focus, not really making a rhyme for a song.

Braggadocio

Braggadocio rhymes can take a number of different forms, from simply saying that you’re the best MC ever to getting deeper and wittier with the boasting.

Myka 9, Freestyle Fellowship

Through the ’80s, you had Kool Moe Dee, Ultramagnetic MC’s, the early days of LL Cool J, Rakim, KRS-One, where they were very, very technical, where they were talking about physics and talking about metaphysics and things like that.

An example of this is in Eric B. & Rakim’s “No Omega”:

I’m the Alpha, with no Omega,

Beginning without the end, so play the …

Here, Rakim describes himself as the first letter of the Greek alphabet (Alpha) and then says there is “no Omega,” which is the last letter of the same alphabet. So he is saying he can flow forever because he begins but doesn’t end—but he says it in a technically inventive way.

Different artists have their own ideas about what inspires the braggadocio form, from the competitive nature of hip-hop to the struggles of young black men in America.

Guerilla Black

Every MC, he feels like he’s the best, and I guess you have to have the arrogance and the bravado to feel like that, to be able to be in this game, because the competition is real hot out there.

Esoteric

A lot of my stuff stems from old-school hip-hop, braggadocio ethic, where my shit is better than yours and that’s the bottom line. I was raised playing basketball and everything, a very competitive sport, and I kinda looked at hip-hop in the same way.

MURS

When you’re a young, black male in America, you feel powerless—you feel like you don’t have a voice, you’re disenfranchised—so when you get the microphone, you wanna just pump yourself up. I think that’s where all of the bravado comes from, where all the braggadocio comes from.

Braggadocio, like most content forms, can be mixed with other techniques.

Paris

Most material back in the day was centered around the MC and bragging about “greatness” and “skills,” [so] I had some of that in my material along with my social commentary.

Vursatyl, Lifesavas

On my first record I probably spent more time talking about how dope I am. As you grow, you want to use that vehicle to talk about other things besides bragging and boasting, though I think bragging and boasting has its place, and I think hip-hop should always keep that.

Battling

Battle raps appear on a lot of records, but they are also often recited or freestyled off the top of the artists’ heads in live battles, where MCs will perform on the same stage to see who has the better verses.

40 Cal, Dipset

A battle is straight like fighting. I think about it like this—if what I’m doing right now is just straight NBA games as far as making tracks and putting them out, putting out albums, then battling would be like the three-point and the dunking contests. That’s how I compare it—when I’m battling, I’m just doing extracurricular shit, that’s the three-point contest and the dunking contest. If you watch basketball, a lot of people who [win those contests], they’re not always the nicest [best all-around] people in the NBA, but they’re nice at that particular craft.

Many artists make battle rhymes one of their main forms of content. Some consider them a key component of being considered a great MC, because they are often written purely to impress people technically.

Esoteric

Pretty much my favorite thing to do is battle-oriented lyrics. A lot of the battle-oriented tracks come from the beat—if I get a really murderous beat, I’m gonna try to come up with some murderous rhymes. It doesn’t really have to stay on a particular theme as long as I’m letting you know I’m not to be fucked with, the other MCs are gonna get decapitated, things like that.

Big Daddy Kane

If you’re looking to be accepted as the nicest MC, then I guess your battle rhymes are gonna make you come across that way, because they’re like, “Yo, did you hear what he said? Oh my goodness,” because they’re listening to the rhymes that you’re saying, like as far as how nice you are or the incredible stuff you’re saying.

Knowing a variety of different ways of rhyming is a big part of battle raps. Your goal is to outdo the person you’re battling.

Akil the MC, Jurassic 5

The whole basis of being an MC is kind of like competitive in its nature. He shoot a three pointer, you want to come back and make a three pointer, [but] make a three pointer with a left hand. It’s still a three pointer, but you want to try to outdo them or at least equal them.

Knowing a wide variety of MCs and their styles is also important if you want to be good at writing battle raps.

will.i.am, Black Eyed Peas

[If you know the history of different MCs,] you know how to approach a person if a person wants to battle you. If a person battles you and they’re coming with [a certain style], it’s like, OK, I know where this [guy] is getting that shit from, he’s got a little 2Pac in him. I’m gonna fuck this [guy] up, with some 2Pac, and I’ma add 2Pac and mix 2Pac with Chuck D, and I hit them—boom—and I hit them from every single angle.

Battle rhymes can be aimed at a specific person, or they can be written just with general insults. The writing process may be different depending on which option you choose.

Royce Da 5′9″

It’s only difficult to write battle rhymes when it’s somebody dissing you that you don’t really know nothing about, because then you’re wondering, what do I say about them? So if it was like a diss track, I probably wouldn’t do it if I didn’t know enough about the person.
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