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This book is dedicated to Larami, and to my sons. They are all classic albums.


It’s also dedicated to listening to rap while driving around in a car. Rap sounds better in cars. I don’t know why that’s true, I just know that it is.
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FOREWORD by BUN B



I HAD A VERY MEAGER CHILDHOOD. My parents got divorced and after that my mom never really had a lot. There wasn’t very much money in our house. One year, Christmas was coming around, and my mom was like, “You have twenty dollars. You can get one gift.” I thought about it. And it didn’t take long. I knew what I wanted. I asked her to take me to a record store because I wanted her to buy me a rap album as my one gift. The album I ended up getting was Slick Rick’s The Adventures of Slick Rick. It changed everything for me. I’d heard rap before, but something about getting that album at that point in my life was different. It meant so much to me.


Slick Rick has this charisma to him; this purposeful charisma. It’s very British in tone. It’s posh. But it’s ghetto posh. He would rap in this effortless and sophisticated way, and it felt like he was saying, “I’m trying to exhibit the best of social graces that I can within this environment, but don’t fuck with me because I am still of this environment.” It was like he was making a concerted effort to be the best version of himself, but also he could still reach into the worst version of himself if he needed to.


The Adventures of Slick Rick starts off with “Treat Her Like a Prostitute.” That’s literally the first song on it. But later on the album, you get “Hey Young World.” It’s an entire song to young children telling them to be good kids; telling them not to do what these other guys were doing, to stay in school, to get good grades, to listen to your parents. It was genius. He was able to do whatever he wanted. He was able to say whatever he wanted. And it all fit. It all made sense together. He planned for it.


Thinking back on getting that album, I realized afterward—this was years later—it wasn’t a physical gift that my mom had given me. It wasn’t just being able to open something with my hands and hold an album or a cassette. It went beyond that. It was bigger than that. She gave me something else. Something far more meaningful. She gave me art. She gave me access to this thing that lit up a new part of me. It’s still lit up today.
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Pimp C and I always loved rap. That was the only point of doing it. We were willing to sacrifice everything for it. And for a while, it didn’t really seem as if it was going to work out. We weren’t getting any traction. And then we got our deal. We signed a record deal with Jive. The day that I was told that I had a plane ticket to New York to go sign my record contract, I was like, “Yeah! We’re making this shit work!” It was an incredible feeling.


But then, that’s also one of the lowest points of my career as well, in that same moment. Because right after we signed the contract we saw KRS-One in the hallway of the building. And Pimp and I were excited. We were like, “Oh, shit! You’re KRS-One! We’re UGK. We came here to get signed. We came here to sign our deal.” And his eyes got big and he grabbed our shoulders. He said, “Did you sign yet?” We were like, “Yeah! We just signed!” He was like, “Fuck. Good luck, then, man.” He knew, because he’d already been through it. He knew the business part of it. And we were about to learn it.
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Too Short gave me a piece of advice early in my career that I never forgot. “Don’t stop rapping.” Those were his words. That’s what he said to me and Pimp. It was around 1996. We were in Cleveland for an outdoor concert and we were up onstage performing. Somebody started shooting. It happened somewhere in the crowd. And they ushered us off the stage. They took us in the back. When we were back there, Too Short came up to us. He said, “As soon as you can—as soon as they’ll let you—go back out there and start rapping. You control the energy of the show. If you’re like, ‘Oh no, it’s too dangerous,’ then the crowd will panic. But if you get back up there and assure people that everything’s okay, they’ll get back into it. You’ll be back in control.” That’s what he said to us.


But that advice was deeper than just that moment. Because the subtext there was like, “No matter what happens, don’t stop rapping. I don’t give a fuck what you’re going through in life. Don’t. Stop. Rapping. If you’re in love, rap about being in love. If you’re getting money, rap about getting money. If you’re broke, rap about being broke. There’s always going to be people that can relate to your station in life. You just have to not be afraid to tell them what that station is. Don’t stop rapping. You need to keep going.” That’s really what he said to us.
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The verse I’ve done that gets brought up most often is the one from “Murder.” People always ask about that one. They wanna know if I knew when I recorded it that it was special. They wanna know if I went in there with the intention of doing something big, or if it just happened. And the truth is: it was half and half.


The entire time that we were recording music before that—if you look at The Southern Way, Too Hard to Swallow, Super Tight—the majority of that music is super slow. Pimp, he was the biggest Bun B supporter in the world. He was constantly telling people how good of a rapper he thought I was. But before “Murder,” we never really had a song that allowed me to show it. The songs we were doing didn’t call for me to do that. When he made the beat for “Murder,” he was like, “Okay, this beat is where you can show everyone how good you can rap.”


The day we recorded it, I was hungover. It was one of maybe five times in my life I’ve ever been hungover. I went into the studio and they were playing the beat. I wrote the rhyme and I went to sleep. I literally crawled under the board and went to sleep while they were tracking out the beat. They woke me up. Pimp went in to lay his verse. I went in to lay my verse. I immediately went back to sleep afterward. I didn’t think anything of it.


But the more I listened to it, and the more other people listened to it—rappers in particular—the more I started hearing the same thing: “This is the hardest rhyme I ever heard anybody spit.” That verse became my calling card. It legitimized me. People weren’t just saying that I was a good rapper, or that I was a good emcee. They were saying that I was a good writer. And everybody that I considered my contemporary gave me my credit for that. That was really all I ever wanted. I wanted motherfuckers that could really rap to say, “Yo, you can really rap.” And they did after the “Murder” verse.
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The one Pimp C beat that sticks out to me clearly above everything else that Pimp did—and there are countless moments of sheer brilliance throughout his UGK and Pimp C solo discography—the one that sticks out is when he made “Quit Hatin’ the South.” And I’ll tell you why.


That song was produced fully multiple times before anyone heard it. He produced it the first time when we were doing Super Tight in 1994. It had the same title and everything. He made that beat and he stepped back from it after he was done and said, “No, it’s not time.” And he cut it off. He erased it. He never saved it. It was gone. It didn’t even exist. Then, seven years later in 2001, we were doing Dirty Money. And he made that beat again. He produced it again. He built it again from the ground up. From nothing. And he stepped back from it after he was done and he said, “Nope, it’s not time. It’s still not time.” And he deletes it again. Then he catches his case, violates his probation, and goes to prison. He’s gone. Then this whole Houston, Texas, and Southern Renaissance occurs. He gets out and he comes back home. We go in for the first UGK album after that. We’re working on that. That was Underground Kingz in 2007. That’s thirteen years after the first time he made it, and six years after the second time he made it. And he does it again. He builds it again. The whole thing. But that time, he stepped back from it after he was done and he said, “Now it’s fucking time.”
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One of the things that make hip-hop special as an art form is that it can be replicated very easily in a public space without needing much. When I was a kid, we would take a milk crate and use that as a rim for basketball. Sometimes, if we didn’t have that, we’d take the rim off a bicycle and use that as the rim. You can play a version of basketball anywhere with anything. Rap works the same way.


If you’re in a band and you want to perform on the street corner, somebody’s gotta at least have an amplifier. Even if you’re an acoustic guy, you still gotta have a guitar. But if you’re a rapper, you can just rap. When I first started, someone would just beatbox if we needed a beat, or we’d pound on a cafeteria table at school lunch. That’s all we needed. At its purest—at its most base level—you don’t need anything else. You don’t need a recording studio. You don’t need infrastructure. You don’t need a facility. You just need passion.















AN INTRODUCTION, BY WAY OF TWELVE QUESTIONS



1. What is this book?


This is a book about rap—or, perhaps more accurately, this book is a celebration of rap, one of the three or four things I love the most in this world. There are very few things that can compete with that jolt of excitement you get when a song reaches out of a speaker and grabs ahold of you.


2. Does this book work the same as the other (And Other Things) books that you’ve written?


Yes. Thus far, I’ve written Basketball (And Other Things) and Movies (And Other Things). In those books, each chapter was a different question that needed to be answered. That’s what’s happening here with Hip-Hop (And Other Things) as well. There are thirty-two chapters. Each of them is centered around a rap-related question that needs to be answered. There’s also a bunch of art in the book, as well as a handful of charts, too.


3. Is that why you’re doing the introduction like this? Is that why, rather than it just being a straightforward thing, it’s set up around a bunch of questions?


Yes. I like themes. I like things when they all snap together neatly like that.


4. Okay. Well, that being the case, are there other themes throughout the book? Are there tiny little things and tricks in this book that people won’t notice immediately?


Yes, there are themes throughout the book. And yes, there are tiny little things and tricks in the book that people won’t notice immediately.


5. Will you just tell us all what those things are right now?


No.


6. Since all of the chapters are centered around their own questions, does that mean I can read the book in whatever order I want?


Yes. You can jump around as you see fit. You don’t need to have read the Missy Elliott chapter to understand the Young Jeezy chapter, and you don’t need to have read the Jay-Z chapter to understand the chapter about the best duos in rap. You can hit the chapters you want in whatever order you want.


7. I glanced through the book and noticed that art at the start of each chapter doesn’t match the person the chapter is about. For example, the first chapter is about Jay-Z, but the first thing you see there is a picture of Pimp C in his white fur coat. Why’d you do it that way?


What I did was I put together a list of some of the most iconic outfits in the history of rap. It was stuff like Pimp C in his fur coat from the “International Players Anthem” video, or Lil’ Kim’s dress that she wore to the VMAs that one year, or 50 Cent’s bulletproof vest, or Cardi B’s checkerboard thing from the cover of Invasion of Privacy, or Biggie’s Coogi sweater, on and on. Then I had Arturo draw them all. Then I placed them into the book at the start of each chapter. I just thought it looked cool, is all. The art within the chapters matches whatever’s happening in the chapter. The art at the beginning, though, is more like a museum exhibit from the Rap Outfits Hall of Fame, were such a thing to exist.


8. I glanced at the table of contents and noticed that some of the questions for some of the chapters have a Part 1 and a Part 2. What does that mean?


Well, the quickest way to explain that is: Each chapter is usually somewhere around 3,000 words. In instances where I was writing about something that required more than 3,000 words, I’d break down the chapter into parts. So, for example, late in the book, you’re going to find a chapter about the 1995 Source Awards, which, as you’ll read when you get there, “remains the biggest, most historic, most impactful awards-show night in rap history.” I needed about 6,000 words to talk about all the stuff from that night that I wanted to talk about, so that chapter became a two-parter. That happened a few times while I was writing the book. That’s why you’ll see some chapters that have a Part 1 and a Part 2 and so on.


9. Okay. Well, that leads me to another question then: Do I have to know about every rapper or song or album or music video or awards show mentioned in Hip-Hop (And Other Things) to enjoy it?


No. That’s the point of the book, same as how you don’t go into a movie already knowing the ending or how you don’t go into listening to an album for the first time knowing every sound you’re going to hear or every line the musician is going to say. The goal (for me, anyway) whenever you create something is to make it so that it’s (a) accessible to everyone, while also being (b) interesting and compelling for people who are complete nerds over whatever that’s being talked about. You didn’t have to grow up in Compton to enjoy and love Kendrick Lamar’s Good Kid, M.A.A.D City, and you didn’t have to have previously been a member of the Fugees to enjoy Lauryn Hill’s The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill, and you didn’t have to get shot nine times to enjoy 50 Cent’s Get Rich or Die Tryin’, you know what I’m saying?


10. Wait. Is this book as good as Kendrick Lamar’s Good Kid, M.A.A.D City?


It definitely is not.


11. Would you be okay with getting shot nine times if it meant you got to be as rich and famous as 50 Cent was when he put out Get Rich or Die Tryin’?


A true story: One time, I called in sick to work because it was raining too hard outside. So, no, I would not be okay with getting shot nine times if it meant I got to be as rich and famous as 50 Cent was when he put out Get Rich or Die Tryin’. That’s not an even trade in my eyes.


12. Is there someone you didn’t get to talk about as much as you’d have liked to in this book?


Yes. A bunch of people, actually. The first one I think of is Busta Rhymes. I fucking loved Busta Rhymes in the mid-to-late ’90s. He was a perfect rapper. He had, like, a six-month stretch or something where he put out videos for “Put Your Hands Where My Eyes Can See” and “Dangerous” and I just couldn’t get enough of them, and of him. (In the videos, Busta re-created moments from Coming to America, Lethal Weapon, and The Last Dragon, all of which were movies that were very important to me.) He was all I wanted to talk about, and all I wanted to hear about. I wish I’d have had space for ten Busta Rhymes chapters in here. But I didn’t. Because that’s how these things work.


There’s never enough room to talk about everything you want to talk about. But it makes sense, because that’s not really the point. The point of these books isn’t to talk about all of every single thing within a particular subject, be it basketball or movies or rap. The point of these books is to talk about some of the things in so specifically a way that someone can read them and go, “Oh, okay. I get it. I know exactly what he’s talking about here. I cared about a different thing in the exact same way he cared about this thing.” That’s the point.


That’s (hopefully) what this book is.
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I DON’T KNOW WHAT ERIC BENÉT WAS DOING the night that Jay-Z’s 4:44 album came out, but I do know what time it was when he felt compelled to respond to it.


Here’s the logbook for that evening: 4:44 was released at twelve a.m. on June 30, 2017. And it was Jay-Z’s thirteenth proper album, which was cause enough for high anticipation. But also there was extra pre-release buzz attached to it because it was rumored that 4:44 was Jay-Z’s unofficial-but-official response to Beyoncé’s Lemonade, a massively excellent multimedia album that, among other things, addressed Jay-Z’s infidelity during their marriage. And so those two things together meant that a lot of people were ready for 4:44 and excited to listen to 4:44. Which is why the name Eric Benét began trending on Twitter almost immediately after its release. Because what happened was this:


The very first song on 4:44 (“Kill Jay Z”) had a part in it where Jay-Z began to approach an eventual apology to Beyoncé. He didn’t come out and say it directly, though. Instead, he drew a line connecting himself to Eric Benét, who famously ruined his marriage to Halle Berry in the early 2000s by cheating on her. Here’s the part from the song, which Jay rapped to himself: “You almost went Eric Benét / Let the baddest girl in the world get away / I don’t even know what else to say / Never go Eric Benét.”


People began sharing the line and making jokes about the line and discussing the line in relation to the Jay-Z/Beyoncé situation. And so that’s how Eric Benét began trending on Twitter. Which is why Eric Benét sent the following tweet at exactly three a.m. EST1 that night: “Hey yo #Jayz! Just so ya know, I got the baddest girl in the world as my wife… like right now! [image: image]”


Now, I’m not so interested in the various angles one could get into via Eric Benét’s response, because that’s not what this chapter is about. What I’m interested in is Jay-Z—or, more specifically, what I’m interested in are the numerous times that Jay-Z has let off a stray shot at someone similar to the way he did to Eric Benét. Because that’s what this chapter is about.


AS A MATTER OF CLARIFICATION


A stray shot in a song (or in life, for that matter) is different from a subliminal diss. And a subliminal diss is different from a direct attack.


A direct attack is when one person calls another person out directly, either by name (like when Roxanne Shanté said “Now, KRS-One, you should go on vacation / With that name soundin’ like a wack radio station”2 on 1989’s “Have a Nice Day”) or by undeniable circumstance (like when 3rd Bass had a Vanilla Ice stand-in for their “Pop Goes the Weasel” video in 1991).


A subliminal diss is when someone pokes someone else in the eye via insinuation but maintains a level of plausible deniability (like when Kendrick Lamar said “I can dig rappin’ / But a rapper with a ghostwriter? / What the fuck happened?” on 2015’s “King Kunta” and everyone swore he was talking about Drake but it was impossible to tell if that was who Kendrick was talking about for sure).


And a stray shot is when a person who had nothing to do with a situation that’s being discussed gets mentioned as a cautionary tale or through some kind of negative comparison (like when Freddie Gibbs said “Hoes get fucked and sent home early just like the Clippers” on “One Way Flight”).3


That’s what happened with Benét on “Kill Jay Z.” It was a stray shot that hit him dead in his forehead.


AS ANOTHER MATTER OF CLARIFICATION


A stray shot—at least in the context it’s being used here—does not refer to an actual bullet coming from an actual gun. It refers to a comment or a remark or a joke or whatever. Don’t shoot people. Shooting people is bad.
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Let’s go through a few (but not all) of the stray shots that Jay-Z has let off.






The Stray Shot: “I like my hoes on [ecstasy] like Eminem”


The Song It Appears On: “Snoopy Track,” from Vol. 3… Life and Times of S. Carter





This one is in reference to how Eminem took ecstasy during early recording sessions with Dr. Dre.4 (It was covered in a profile of Eminem that Rolling Stone ran in 1999. My favorite part of the story was when the writer5 talked about how Eminem took a sip of ginger ale to help swallow the ecstasy.6) It feels like not that serious of a shot at all, really, which is why I began with it. If anything, this one is probably something that Eminem would remember or bring up in a What a Wild Time That Was kind of way, like when people brag about how drunk they would get in college, or when I look at old pictures of myself and see that I used to dye the tips of my hair a different color.7


Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit Eminem? I’m going to say that this stray shot missed Eminem entirely. It was fired in his general direction, but it whizzed right past him. He’s fine. He’s safe. He’s good. No damage. This one was less about Jay-Z being deadly and more about Jay-Z showing that he could be deadly if he wanted to be, something like the sniper training scene in Clear and Present Danger when the sniper sneaks all the way up to right in front of the practice station just to prove that he can.






The Stray Shot: “Moral victories is for minor league coaches”


The Song It Appears On: “So Appalled,” from Kanye West’s My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy





Two things here:




1. Just so that it’s on the record, I would like to say that I like moral victories. I’m a fan of them. They make me feel good. I coached middle school basketball for several years before I was a full-time writer. During one of those seasons, we were last place in our zone in actual victories, but we were first place in our zone in moral victories. We were Moral-Victory League MVPs. It was great. Terrible basketball but good vibes.


2. Jay-Z has a song called “Smile” that appeared on 4:44. On it, he says, “A loss ain’t a loss, it’s a lesson / Appreciate the pain, it’s a blessing.” It’s the opposite energy that the “Moral victories is for minor league coaches” line has baked into it.




Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit Minor League Coaches? It hit them right in their minor league hearts.






The Stray Shot: “Move weight like Oprah”


The Song It Appears On: “S. Carter,” from Vol. 3… Life and Times of S. Carter





Oprah has had—at least through the ’90s and 2000s—a somewhat contentious relationship with rap, including disagreements with various rappers, featuring but not limited to Ice Cube, Ludacris, 50 Cent, and Snoop. So when Jay-Z appeared on her show in 2009 as part of his press run during the lead-up to The Blueprint 3, I assumed that at least part of the conversation would feel a little prickly or a little uncomfortable or a little icy. That never happened, though. Instead, what happened was what everyone should’ve known was going to happen: two of the most charming people on the planet sat down and talked to each other for an extended amount of time, and by the end of it they had both charmed each other and also everyone watching.


Oprah made her way so far into Jay-Z’s heart, in fact, that he not only included a new lyric about her on The Blueprint 3,8 but he also called into a radio show to tell her that he’d done so because of how meaningful it was that he’d been able to take her to visit where he’d grown up (they visited as part of a feature that ran in O Magazine). And Jay-Z made his way so far into Oprah’s heart that following their interview, she started referring to him as her “new best friend.”9


Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit Oprah? This was a teeny, tiny nick. It scraped right past Oprah’s shoulder, if that. Didn’t even need stitches. Just one of them little Band-Aids.






The Stray Shot: “We stuck in La La Land / Even when we win, we gon’ lose”


The Song It Appears On: “Moonlight,” from 4:44





I was watching live when the MOONLIGHT WINS BEST PICTURE BUT LA LA LAND GETS ANNOUNCED AS THE WINNER thing happened at the Oscars, and man, what a fucking wild ending that was. Moonlight, which featured Black actors in all of its primary roles, beating out La La Land, which featured white actors in all of its primary roles, but then La La Land still getting to celebrate as the winner was about as close as you can get to a perfect metaphor for America.


Footnotes


1. Three in the morning is an extremely Eric Benét time.


2. This is funny every single time.


3. This one is funny every single time, too, unless you’re a Clippers fan, in which case I have to assume it is one of the five hundred worst things that have ever happened to you as a Clippers fan.


4. It also might be in reference to how Eminem rapped about women and drugs, or in reference to how part of Eminem’s marketing involved various versions of pills. The only thing Jay-Z loves more than double entendres are triple entendres.


5. Anthony Bozza.


6. If three a.m. is an exceptionally Eric Benét time, then drinking ginger ale while taking ecstasy is an exceptionally 1999 Eminem thing.


7. Art Alexakis from Everclear is at least 40 percent responsible for this phase of my life.


8. “Meanwhile, I had Oprah chilling in the projects / Had her out in Bed-Stuy / Chilling on the steps”


9. Another example of how good Oprah is at disarming people: 50 Cent, an expert and unrelenting opponent in all beef matters, had a long-standing dislike of Oprah. (Part of his needling of Oprah included him announcing that he’d named his dog after her.) It lasted literal years. Then she invited him to appear on Oprah’s Next Chapter. And he was helpless as soon as he sat down in a chair across from her. By the end of the show, he’d lovingly say, “This is a huge milestone for me—just being in your presence and on the show.”
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Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit La La Land? I like Ryan Gosling a lot. The thing of it is, though, I like Emma Stone more. So rather than this stray shot hitting both of them here, I’m just gonna say that it hit Gosling twice instead. Remember the scene in Shooter when Mark Wahlberg has to meet with the bad guys up on the snowy mountains? And the bad guys are real scared about the meeting because Mark Wahlberg’s character has, by that point, killed a bunch of dudes by shooting them in the head. So one of the bad guys, as a safety precaution, rigs up a contraption that keeps a gun pointed at the back of a hostage he’s holding. And then, as a double safety precaution, he tapes the gun to his hand so that there’s no way for him to be separated from it. But then Mark Wahlberg just shoots his thumb off from, like, a mile away. And then, just because this is the kind of movie that it is, Mark Wahlberg decides to just shoot his whole arm off, too. That’s this situation. Two shots to Gosling.






The Stray Shot: “If skills sold / Truth be told / I’d probably be lyrically Talib Kweli / Truthfully, I wanna rhyme like Common Sense / But I did five mil / I ain’t been rhyming like Common since”


The Song It Appears On: “Moment of Clarity,” from The Black Album





This would (were such things measurable) likely be Jay-Z’s most famous stray shot. It came as a way to address criticism that Jay, a masterful writer and rap tactician, had purposely dulled the blade of his sword a bit in pursuit of bigger successes and broader acclaim. (The five million that he’s talking about refers to the number of copies that Vol. 2… Hard Knock Life sold five years earlier, which was nearly four times as many copies as his album prior to that sold.)


There’s a great interview that Dave Chappelle did on The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon in 2014 where he tells Fallon about the first time he met Kanye West. Part of the story includes how Chappelle was actually in a recording studio with Talib Kweli and Common the day that The Black Album came out. He said they were all listening to it together and they got to the Talib/Common line and Common responded, “Hey,” with a beleaguered look on his face. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.” That’s probably exactly how I’d have felt, too.


Because on the one hand, it does seem like what Jay-Z is saying—that Talib Kweli and Common are both talented emcees who are capable of profound feats of wordplay—is a compliment.10 But on the other hand, it also does seem like what Jay-Z is saying—that Talib Kweli and Common don’t quite know how to translate their skill level into a commensurate level of success—is not a compliment.


Ultimately, I think it’s one of those situations where it’s a combination of the two; as a comment, it’s 30 percent nice and 70 percent mean—like if someone told you that you’re way too good looking to be dating the person that you’re dating.


Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit Talib Kweli and Common? This shot hurt a little bit, for sure. And the fact that it has aged its way into a philosophical debate of sorts certainly does little to soothe the sting. Let’s say the metaphorical bullet hit Kweli and Common in their metaphorical forearms. It left a metaphorical scar, but it never put either of them in any real danger.






The Stray Shot: “No, I’m not a Jonas Brother / I’m a grown-up / No, I’m not a virgin / I use my cojones”


The Song It Appears On: “On to the Next One,” from The Blueprint 3





This song (obviously) is about how Jay-Z is in constant pursuit of whatever the next thing is. And for some reason, just right in the middle of it, he decides to bring up the Jonas Brothers, and also, he decides to imply that they’re virgins. (This likely was because of the long-running story line that was baked into the Jonas Brothers’ pop-culture arc about how they each wore a purity ring and were waiting until marriage to have sex.) Joe Jonas actually talked about the Jay-Z line during an appearance on Hot Ones with Sean Evans. He said of the line, “I thought that was awesome.” Then he took a beat. Then he continued: “Little did Jay-Z know I used my cojones since before that, so joke’s on you, Jay-Z. Fact-check your stuff.” And it just really makes me happy to think about Jay-Z, sitting in a hot tub in a villa in Saint-Tropez, thinking up lyrics to use in songs, shouting to an assistant that he needs for them to find out if Joe Jonas has ever had sex before.


Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit the Jonas Brothers? This was a good one. It took a decade before any of the Jonas Brothers ever got around to responding to it, and when Joe finally did on Hot Ones, it definitely looked like it was something that bothered him. And I already hate that this is where this has to go, but as far as placement goes, I think it’s pretty clear that this stray shot hit each of the Jonas Brothers right in the dick. It was like one of those magic bullets from JFK.






The Stray Shot: “I lost thirty mil so I spent another thirty / ’Cause unlike Hammer, thirty million can’t hurt me”


The Song It Appears On: “So Appalled,” from Kanye West’s My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy





If I were 20 percent smarter, then right here I’d do a thing where I talked about how ironic (fitting?) it was that Jay-Z got into a small battle with MC Hammer, who was among the very first rappers to figure out how to reach mainstream commercial success at a massive level. I’m not 20 percent smarter, though. So instead of that, I’m going to say I cared a lot about MC Hammer when I was a kid. He made the exact kind of music that I wanted to listen to when I was eleven years old. I watched him go from “U Can’t Touch This” to “2 Legit 2 Quit” (WHICH CAME WITH A VIDEO THAT FEATURED A CAMEO BY DAVID ROBINSON) to that song he did for the Addams Family movie, and best I could tell, he was the most talented and most important rapper who’d ever lived. But then he did that video for “Pumps and a Bump” where he was wearing boots, gloves, a leopard-print Speedo, and a whole lot of baby oil, and I was like, “Okay, maybe I misjudged that.”


Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit MC Hammer? I imagine this one hurt a bunch, mostly because it was rooted in the truth. (Let’s say it hit Hammer in the chest.) Per Forbes, Hammer earned something near $33 million in 1990 alone. By 1996, he’d filed bankruptcy and he was $13 million in debt. I wish he’d have used at least some of that money to buy a stray-shot bulletproof vest.






The Stray Shot: “Why kill a puppet and leave Geppetto alive?”


The Song It Appears On: “Dig a Hole,” from Kingdom Come





Three things here:




1. I know that this song was largely directed at Cam’ron, whom Jay-Z had softly warred with for several years before this point. And that being the case, that means this Geppetto line is more of a subliminal diss than it is a stray shot. HOWEVER, it’s only a subliminal diss if you’re talking about it as it pertains to Cam’ron. And that’s not what I’m doing. I’m talking about it as it pertains to the actual Geppetto, as in the dad from the Pinocchio story who carved a marionette out of wood, which then came alive and eventually turned into a real human. Geppetto’s the one who caught the stray shot here.


2. I wonder how Geppetto felt about the Annabelle horror movie franchise. I have to assume he hated it, if for no other reason than because of how detrimental it had to have been to the Creepy Wooden Dolls industry that Geppetto had dedicated his life to.


3. There was a period in 2014 when I was rewatching all of the animated movies that I could get my hands on because I wanted to compile a list of all the saddest animated movie characters. Geppetto was way high up in the sadness rankings.11 Here’s what I wrote about him: “A childless woodworker is so desperate for human companionship that he builds a marionette and then wishes for it to become a real child. Against all odds, life is blessed into the doll, only the little guy isn’t fully a real boy, he’s a puppet still, and he’s stricken with an ultra-rare disease that causes his nose to grow each time he lies. The marionette is eventually kidnapped into a puppet show. He escapes from there, only to be tricked into going to an island where young boys are turned into donkeys (which I think is a metaphor for molestation, though I’m not quite sure). While there, the marionette develops a drinking and smoking problem. Geppetto, heartbroken at the thought of having lost his wooden son, sets out to find him. He gets eaten by a whale.” That’s a tough stretch of days for Geppetto.




So, Where’d This Stray Shot Metaphorically Hit Geppetto, Then? This one hit Geppetto square in the shoulder. He was just at home, minding his business, whittling a wooden girlfriend for himself or whatever, when he (probably) got a text message from Jiminy Cricket that (probably) said something like “Gee willikers, Geppetto. Jay-Z is talking a bunch of malarkey about you and Pinocc, says I.”


Footnotes


10. Jay-Z went on to say nice things about both of them in his book Decoded.


11. He only got beat out by Marlin from Finding Nemo and Carl from Up.
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THIS IS MY FAVORITE MISSY ELLIOTT ANECDOTE, and it’s also a perfect explanation of how Missy Elliott became Missy Elliott, and possibly why Missy Elliott became Missy Elliott, though I don’t mind telling you that the statements between the first comma in this sentence and the third comma in this sentence are impossible to verify for anyone who is not, as it were, Missy Elliott.


Early in her career, Missy wrote and produced a song called “That’s What Little Girls Are Made Of.” It was for Raven-Symoné, who was then a child rapper. The song included a brief feature from Missy. When the video was filmed for it, however, Missy was replaced with a thinner woman who had lighter skin (the woman lip-synced Missy’s part). Missy explained in interviews later that she’d been told after the fact that, per the record label, she didn’t have the right look to be included in the video. She recounted the event to the Guardian in 2001, saying, “They’d broken my heart. They said I could sing, I could write, but that I looked wrong. That was the lowest thing you could say. I didn’t forget.” That happened in 1993.


Four years later, Missy had parlayed her growing reputation as a songwriter and producer into a unique situation: Elektra Records offered her her own label, under the condition that she deliver for them a solo project of her own first.1 So that’s what she did. And that’s how we got her 1997 debut, Supa Dupa Fly, an album so forward looking and borderless and futuristic that even today, more than two decades later, we’ve still not caught up to it. And that’s how we get back to the thing about her being left out of the “That’s What Little Girls Are Made Of” video.


The first video Missy chose to make for Supa Dupa Fly was for “The Rain (Supa Dupa Fly).” The opening shot in it (and then, later, the most iconic shot in it) is of Missy in an inflated-with-air black leather outfit, center picture, unmistakable, the magnified focus of a Hype Williams fish-eye lens. And so there Missy was, finally in full creative control of her career, and the first thing she chose to show everyone was an exaggerated version of the things she’d previously been told were bad about herself. And more than that, she did so while asserting, over and over again with a warm honey coo, that she was cool: “Me, I’m supa fly / supa dupa fly / supa dupa fly.” She said it ten times in a row before finally making her way to the first verse. The whole thing—the imagery, the declaration, the unwavering confidence—was very clearly a FUCK YOU move. It was very clearly an I’M GOING TO DO THIS MY WAY move. It was very clearly an I’M THE ONLY PERSON ON THE PLANET WHO COULD’VE PUT THIS TOGETHER LIKE THIS move.


It was perfect and undeniable.


From that moment forward—from the first minute of the first video of her first album—everyone knew that Missy was something different, that Missy was something special, that Missy was going to change everything, in so many different ways.2
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A very specific thing about Missy Elliott that is illustrative of a grander Missy Elliott effect: you don’t write what you want to write about Missy Elliott if you’re listening to Missy Elliott while you’re writing. You just don’t. You can try, sure. You can give it your very best effort, definitely. You can sit down with something in your head that you think might be good or clever or smart. But ultimately, you end up writing what she wants—or, more accurately, what her music wants.
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It gets in your ears and then in your brain, and then, instantly and fully, all the parts inside your skull are soaked. Your frontal lobe is soaked, and your cerebellum is soaked (even if you don’t really know where your cerebellum is),3 and somehow even the edges of the backs of your eyes are soaked, like a sponge on a wet countertop. And then that’s that. You’re toast. You’re no longer able to write what you want to write. Instead, you write what the music pushes you toward.


And so right now, I will tell you: it’s a little after two a.m. as I write this sentence, and the robo-sex-funk of “Friendly Skies” has turned everything a soft orange hue, and I am compelled to write the following words: Lynx. Crawl. Seduce. Helicopter. Idris Elba. Slip. Warmth. Fur. Exude.






[image: image]








“The Rain (Supa Dupa Fly)” is the best song on Supa Dupa Fly.4 Here are eight other songs about rain, ordered by how enjoyable the rain sounds in each of them are:




1. “Make It Rain” by Fat Joe featuring Lil Wayne: This is the only song on this list where the rain isn’t actually rain. In this case, it’s money, which, if you’re not a plant (which I am not), is typically way better. That’s why it’s first place.


2. “Purple Rain” by Prince: Prince performed this song at Super Bowl XLI while it was actually raining. There’s a behind-the-scenes video about it that you can find online where Bruce Rodgers, the production designer for the halftime show that year, talks a little about the staff having to call Prince and tell him that it was going to be raining during his set. He said that they asked Prince if he was okay to perform in the rain, to which Prince said, “Can you make it rain harder?” That’s the fucking funniest thing to me.


3. “Through the Rain” by Mariah Carey: The rain here is literal rain (as in, water from the sky) but also metaphorical rain (the video stars Bodie from The Wire and Meadow Soprano from The Sopranos as they deal with the fallout of being in an interracial relationship).


4. “Walkin’ in the Rain” by Marvin Gaye: Beautiful rain. Healing rain.


5. “November Rain” by Guns N’ Roses: Extremely dramatic rain. Perhaps the most dramatic rain. Rain so dramatic, in fact, that when it finally shows up in the video, everyone reacts like they’ve been caught in the middle of a drive-by.


6. “Set Fire to the Rain” by Adele: The second most dramatic rain. Rain so dramatic that Adele, otherwise a very measured and pleasant person, would like to set it on fire.


7. “I Wish It Would Rain” by the Temptations: Rain that you need because you want to hide how much you’re crying. Real rain. Pain rain.


8. “Prayers for Rain” by the Cure: Muddy rain. Dirty rain. Rain that feels less like a restorative force and more like a destructive force. The kind of rain where, when you see it, you say to yourself, “Let me go on Facebook and leave some mean comments on photos of people I only barely know.”
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Supa Dupa Fly came out during the summer of 1997. Later that year, a movie called Good Will Hunting was released, too. In it, Matt Damon plays a reluctant genius who was orphaned as a child and then grows up to work construction in South Boston with Batman. There’s a part in it where Damon’s character, Will Hunting, recounts the abuse he suffered as a child to his therapist (Sean Maguire, played by Robin Williams).


He explains to Sean that sometimes his foster dad would place a wrench, a stick, and a belt on the table and then tell him to pick which of those three things he wanted to get beat with. Sean says that he’d have gone with the belt. Will responds immediately: “I used to go with the wrench,” he says, looking off to the side, and you can tell he’s replaying that exact moment in his head. He looks completely defeated. The amount of hurt that the memory still holds over him is obvious. Sean asks him why the wrench. Will blinks once, then looks up at Sean. His whole entire everything changes. He looks beyond defiant; he looks like he’s made of titanium. “Because fuck him, that’s why.”


Nineteen ninety-seven was a strong year for geniuses telling people to fuck off.
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LET’S READ WAY TOO FAR INTO THREE PARTS FROM THE BEGINNING OF SUPA DUPA FLY





1. The opening quarter of Supa Dupa Fly is as such: The first song (“Busta’s Intro”) is Busta Rhymes talking shit and building momentum for about two minutes. You don’t hear Missy say any words on it at all. The second song (“Hit Em wit da Hee”) starts with a guest verse from Lil’ Kim before Missy comes gliding in later. The third song (“Sock It 2 Me”) starts with Missy, but then Da Brat comes in at the end to close things out. It’s not until the fourth song of the album that we get Missy on a song entirely by herself.5 A way to read too far into that: There’s a progression through those first four songs where Missy seems to ease herself into the spotlight gradually. Maybe she did it that way on purpose. Maybe she did it as a way to glance at how her first instinct was to work in the background of things and she had to be coaxed into that version of stardom.




Footnotes


1. Her label is called the Goldmind Inc.


2. The least surprising Missy Elliott anecdote is that she had her IQ tested in school and her score registered her as an actual and literal genius.


3. It’s in the back, though I suspect a doctor would have a different description for its location than “It’s in the back.”


4. Excluding skits and interludes, the order goes (1) “The Rain (Supa Dupa Fly),” (2) “Sock It 2 Me,” (3) “Friendly Skies,” (4) “Beep Me 911,” (5) “Hit Em wit da Hee,” (6) “Best Friends,” (7) “Izzy Izzy Ahh,” (8) “Don’t Be Commin’ (In My Face),” (9) “Pass da Blunt,” (10) “Why You Hurt Me,” (11) “They Don’t Wanna Fuck wit Me,” (12) “Gettaway,” (13) “I’m Talkin’.”


5. And even then, technically that’s not entirely true. “The Rain (Supa Dupa Fly)” samples 1973’s “I Can’t Stand the Rain” by Ann Peebles. Peebles is the other voice on the song.
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2. The first song that we hear Missy on in Supa Dupa Fly is “Hit Em wit da Hee.” A way to read too far into that: The first time that Missy Elliott generated real heat as a rapper was when she showed up on the remix of Gina Thompson’s “The Things That You Do” in 1996. Her verse was very normal to start—she was doing what rappers did whenever they popped up in R&B videos in the ’90s, which is to say she was positioned in and around a car next to attractive people and doing lots of hand movements while she rapped. But then, a few seconds into it, she said the following line: “Hee-hee-hee-hee-how / Hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-how.” Now, I don’t know exactly what that line means (and, incidentally, neither does Missy6) but I do know that it’s an incredible thing to say in a rap song, and also that everyone went fucking crazy about it. Maybe Missy choosing to make “Hit Em wit da Hee” the first proper song on Supa Dupa Fly was her way of looking back at how the “Hee-hee-hee-hee-how” changed everything for her.


3. The most memorable line from Supa Dupa Fly is on “The Rain” when Missy starts the second verse by saying, “Beep, beep / Who got the keys to the Jeep? / Vrooooooooom.”7 A way to read way too far into that: Both Missy and Timbaland, her creative partner and also the sole producer for Supa Dupa Fly, are from Virginia. Maybe Missy choosing to include the Jeep/Vrooooooooom part in the song was her way of addressing that the music she and Timbaland were making was a product of Virginia, and if the rest of the rap world—by that point, largely broken up between the West Coast, the East Coast, and the South—wanted a piece of it, they were going to have to drive there and get it.8










[image: image]








It’s fun to think about Missy Elliott’s music in a spiritual sense, or a cosmic sense, or a philosophical sense. It’s perfect for that exact thing, because she’s the only person who has ever lived who can do the things she does in the way that she does them. You play a Missy Elliott song, and you hear the way she raps, and the things she says, and the manner in which she says them, and you combine that together with the beat, and there you go. It’s a one of one situation.


It’s also fun, though, to think about Missy Elliott in a very straightforward sense, or a pragmatic sense, or a direct sense. And it’s fun to do it for that same exact reason: Missy Elliott makes music that only Missy Elliott can make. It’s the single best argument to make for why she is one of the ten greatest rappers ever (and, incidentally, why she’s one of my five favorite rappers ever).


I played in a Student vs. Teacher basketball game once that our technology teacher decided to videotape. I was very excited about it because I’d never played in a game before that I was able to watch later on. (My high school coach did not think it necessary to record our games, which should give you a pretty good idea of how good our team was.) So we went out there and the game started and I made a few shots and I was feeling real good. I couldn’t wait for the game to be over so that I could watch myself on video. I really and honestly and truly felt during that game like I looked like Steph Curry or Diana Taurasi or Klay Thompson or Sabrina Ionescu whenever I shot the ball. I promise to you that I genuinely thought that. But then two days later I saw the video. And guess what? I extremely did not. They shoot the ball and it looks like poetry, or art. I shoot the ball and it looks like it weighs 20 pounds and is covered in oil.


Anyway, it’s the same way with Missy Elliott and music. You could take 100,000 people and keep them in a recording studio for 100,000 hours and show them exactly what they needed to do to make a Missy Elliott song and they would never be able to make a Missy Elliott song. They would never be able to string together the correct combination of sounds and feelings that would cause other people to say, “Whoa. What is this? Is this a new Missy Elliott song?” At best, those 100,000 people would spend those 100,000 hours and make something that would cause other people to say, “Ewww. What is this? It sounds like someone trying to rip off Missy Elliott.”
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Talking about the arrival of Supa Dupa Fly means discussing not only the way that Missy Elliott expanded the borders of what rap music could be, but also the way that she forever advanced the position and cachet that women could hold in rap. Culture critic Candace McDuffie wrote a really sharp piece about that exact thing for Vibe in 2017, two highlights of which being these sections:




1. “When it comes to women who attempt to navigate hip-hop as artists—not sexual conquests or video vixens or reality television personalities—they tend to be placed into one of two categories: androgyny or hyper-sexualization. The former, in which female rappers have their worth and talent measured by their proximity to socially constructed ideals of masculinity (The Lady of Rage, Da Brat, Young M.A), stands in strong contrast to the latter in which hedonistic proclivities undeniably remain front and center (Lil’ Kim, Trina, Nicki Minaj). What was so ground-breaking about Supa Dupa Fly was Elliott’s refusal to be pigeonholed. Not only did she relish in her authenticity, she embraced the complexities inherent with black womanhood and bravely magnified them for the sake of her art.”


2. “Elliott’s creative fearlessness, which has been her most revered trait since her introduction, shifted the imagination of hip-hop and made girls who refuse to adhere to the rules of a culture that was never made for us its focal point. Supa Dupa Fly is more than just a rap album; it is a celebration of the black female experience and the intricacies that are embedded in it.”




What I find most fascinating about this part of Missy Elliott’s legacy is the different levels at which it exists and at which it can be identified. And what I mean is oftentimes, when an artist is impactful in an undeniable way, that becomes the default way that that artist begins to be considered. Everything sort of springs out from (or toward) that same point. For example, if you and I were to spend several minutes talking about, say, Eazy-E, pretty much all of the main parts of that conversation would eventually (if not initially) include some version of the phrase “one of the godfathers of gangsta rap.” That’s his default setting.


But with Missy, whose impact is so omnipresent and encompassing, it can work differently. It’s very easy to talk about one of the many ways in which she has been important—the iconography of her music videos; the Afrofuturism;9 the above-mentioned ways she advanced rap and the place that women had in it; more, more, more—without ever making your way to the other things. It is, I would argue, the highest place at which an artist can exist; one where they are so overwhelmingly significant that there is no default, other than to say they are so overwhelmingly significant.


Footnotes


6. On Behind the Music in 2011, Missy said, “I don’t know where the hell ‘Hee-hee-hee-hee-how’ came from, but it worked. As soon as I said it, [Puff Daddy] was like, ‘Ohhhhh!’ Puffy, he liked that line.”


7. The second most memorable line is from “Sock It 2 Me,” when Da Brat says that she and Missy “hit hard like penitentiary dick.”


8. This one is absolutely ridiculous. A more likely explanation is that Missy put that Jeep/Vrooooooooom part in the song because (a) it sounds cool, (b) she is a fan of onomatopoeia, or (c) some combination of the two.


9. On Say It Loud, Hallease Narvaez said, “Using Afrofuturism as a lens to understand or categorize art is to point out Black folks have been underrepresented in speculative fiction as a whole, like sci-fi. In Missy Elliott’s case, music videos helped close that gap.”

















[image: image]

















THE EIGHTH SONG ON GET RICH OR DIE TRYIN’, 50 Cent’s brilliant debut album, is called “If I Can’t.” And there are a lot of great parts in it, and some of those parts are even ones that I’m going to talk about later, but there’s one specifically that I want to mention right now. It happens at the top of the second verse. It’s a piece of advice that 50 Cent offers to current or prospective criminals who find themselves at serious odds with someone in their presence. He says, “You holding a strap / He might come back / So clap him.”


50 is, in effect, saying to someone, “You have a gun. And this person that you’re fighting with might come back later on and do something bad to you. So what you should do is kill him right now—that way you don’t have to worry about him anymore.” It’s (obviously) not a moral thing that 50 Cent is arguing for, but it is a smart thing that 50 Cent is arguing for, at least with respect to gangsterdom. And a very straight-line example to cite here is Carlito’s Way.


Carlito’s Way came out in 1993. It’s a gangster movie starring Al Pacino. He plays a felon named Carlito Brigante who is trying very hard to not be a felon anymore. Now, he ends up being really bad at this, of course—by the end of the movie, he has committed, among other things, several murders—but there’s a scene early on where he actually does a good job of it.


What happens is this: Carlito is hanging out one evening at a nightclub. After a tiny scuffle breaks out at his table over a woman, he finds himself in a backroom argument with a guy named Benny Blanco, a young gangster who’s trying to establish himself in the underworld. As they argue, Benny hisses at him, “You might as well fucking kill me now, because if I ever see you again, I swear to God I’m gonna fucking kill you!” The threat touches Carlito’s spine, and before he can weigh all the parts of the situation, he pistol-whips Benny in the side of the head with a revolver, sending Benny tumbling down a flight of stairs toward the alley. Carlito considers killing him, and there’s even a voice-over in the moment where we hear Carlito acknowledge that he knows he’s supposed to kill Benny, but he decides against it. As Carlito walks away from the scene, we hear him in voice-over again: “Any other time, that punk would die. But I can’t do that shit no more. Don’t wanna burn nobody, even when I know I should. That ain’t me now.”


From there, Carlito bulldozes his way through the rest of the movie, trying to gather money so that he can retire to the Caribbean with his eventual girlfriend (Gail). All of everything eventually turns to shit in his hands, but he’s able to survive an end-of-movie shootout and escape to a train with Gail, who has since become pregnant. Right before he boards the train, though, a previously unnoticed man in the scene, wearing a trench coat and a hat and glasses, says, “Hey, remember me?” Carlito looks at him, and terror spreads across his face: it’s Benny Blanco.


Benny pulls out a concealed gun, shoots Carlito three times in the stomach, and that’s that. Carlito dies before the paramedics can even get him out of the train station.


Now, I want to make sure that I say this clearly, because it definitely should be said: murdering someone is bad. Real bad. It’s one of the worst things you can do, in fact. And you should for sure not do it. HOWEVER, clearly Carlito fucked up by not killing Benny earlier. And the way that turned out for Carlito is he died in front of the woman he loved, and Benny escaped into the night, free to chase down his ever-growing gangster legacy.
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There’s a lot of good advice on Get Rich or Die Tryin’. That’s what this chapter and the next chapter are about. They’re a collection of that advice.
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