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PREFACE


MARK COSTELLO


IN EARLY 1989, I received a call from David Wallace, my closest friend and former college roommate, who was living at his parents’ home in Illinois. His news was that he would be returning to grad school in aesthetics at Harvard in the fall, commencing a long slog toward a doctorate and an imagined career as a philosophy don at some leafy, sleepy campus. As I was already in the Boston area (I am a native of the place), he suggested that we live together one more time.


By April 1989, Dave and I were established in a second-floor apartment with two bedrooms, a sitting room, and a kitchen (which we cooked in maybe twice), all for six hundred bucks a month. The apartment was on Houghton Street, on the border of Somerville and ethnic Northeast Cambridge, a place of inward-sagging tenements, clapboard siding, and deep porches, Boston’s trademark tripledeckas. Wires crossed the alleys, telephone and laundry lines. Yards were small, cement, and well defended by bulldogs and Madonnas.


Dave had arrived, as always, with a broken box spilling books. In college, we had cowritten a fair amount of comedy. But the soup stock of our friendship had always been coreading, passing paperbacks around like mashed potatoes at a family dinner. Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust, published with Miss Lonelyhearts, was the first book Dave unpacked, day one, before he even got his towels arranged the way he liked them. Then Slouching Towards Bethlehem, Joan Didion’s ’60s journalism, with its flavors of Yeats and The Bacchae. Vollmann’s Rainbow Stories was another fave—not stories but reportage and, given its milieu (drunk tanks, sex shops, prostitutes), not much of a rainbow either. But the central chunk of reading was a group of skitter-smart cultural critics: Todd Gitlin on TV, Greil Marcus on Elvis and “race” music, and the king of the apartment, Lester Bangs.


Signifying Rappers is dedicated to an L. Bangs, which sounds like one of Oswald’s Dallas pseudonyms but is in fact none other than Leslie Conway “Lester” Bangs, born in 1948 in Escondido, California, to Woody Guthrie’s people, Dust Bowlers blown west. Raised by an unnervingly religious mother, Bangs began to churn out antic and articulate bulletins on surfer music and early California grunge while still in high school. A Rolling Stone man by the age of twenty-one, he was fired after a few short years for all-around rebellion. Bangs was dead by thirty-four of a drug overdose. His cantankerous rock writing appeared in a weighty collection, Psychotic Reactions and Carburetor Dung (edited by his good friend Greil Marcus), in 1988, just in time to blow our minds.


Psychotic Reactions is assembled from Bangs’s weekly album reviews, concert coverage, liner notes, and long essays about funk, punk, metal, and New Wave published in Rolling Stone, Creem, and the Village Voice. Like an angry jungle idol (an angry music critic? an angry record reviewer?), Bangs seemed to be demanding something from the villagers: dispute, concurrence, outrage, virgin sacrifice. He was everything that young men could glom on to. A bit of a Belushi, he was charismatically fat, unkempt, mutton chopped, with the coolest Fu Manchu around. His best prose, when he took the time to write it, evoked the young Saul Bellow—earthy, slangy, yet in its rhythms stately. Think Charles Lamb with a dose of Bugs and Groucho and quite possibly the clap. Dave, like most writers, lived in a resentful semi-fear of the six or seven influential book reviewers in the land, and he loved the way Bangs salted his reviews with rants against the notion of reviewers as priests of group taste. If I, LB, bright-eyed fat man, say that an album is good, real, true, authentic, the essence of the zeitgeist now, compelling you and all your lemming-friends to run right out and buy it, isn’t this whole loop-de-loop of manufactured zeitgeist kind of, you know, weird? Empty? Shallow? Sad? Bangs took it further, noting that even these ironies had their own ironies. Rebelling against the commercializing ballyhoo of reviewery, he was upping his own stature as a critic. The more he says don’t listen, the more we do exactly that. Yet Bangs was never cynical. Maturing from his first niche as a bumptious enthusiast into a sort of heartsick and satiric Molière, Bangs never lost his faith in pop’s capacity to move us toward connection with one another.


Funny thing. Bangs wrote his best prose when dissatisfied. When he came upon a group he truly loved, the Lambian sentences foundered. He needed them no more. He sent the Maker thank-you notes for the music he loved. Blunt. In grunts and oinks and growls. His message in those oinks was this: IT’S GOOD TO BE ALIVE.
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When I agreed to live with Dave, he did not warn me that a few months earlier, in October 1988, he had attempted suicide with pills. He kept this fact from me for reasons of his own. Twice in college, we had been through Dave’s breakdowns and defeated journeys back to Illinois. He could not abide kindness or niceness. A good midwestern kid, he understood politeness. Love was the other engulfing extreme. But in between the two, on mankind’s wide radio dial, were two shitty AM stations known as the Nice and the Kind, which seemed to play a lot of ads and bands like Mr. Mister. Dave kept the suicide attempt from me in part because he wanted to have fun goddamnit, fun, and because he dreaded the tepidities of kindness.


Lester Bangs spoke directly to, directly at, depression. He made the case for life as judging, watching, loving, and joining—hearing as adhering. Bangs was loyal in defense of acts he cared for. He wove a case for caring out of cloth that was attractive and accessible to Dave: the music in the record stores and on the radio. We should pursue our pop epiphanies and be wide open to them. Bangs urged his readers to stop reading and get out to clubs and rocking hellholes, which blessedly abounded on both banks of the Charles. Dave was more of a bar man than a club man, but with Saint Lester’s assistance I could often talk him into a musical crawl through the town. In 1989, humanity lacked the great and hungry search tools of today, Google, Yahoo, YouTube, Bing. But on mild Friday nights in dense-packed urban areas, we did possess another life-enlarging search engine. It was called walking. We were two blocks from the I-Square Men’s Bar, basically a veterans’ hall converted in the ’70s to Boston’s home o’ punk. Western Front on Western Ave was the finest ska and reggae venue north of NYC, where dreadlocked possemen and white kids in hemp ponchos bonded in a spleef fog over Burning Spear’s latest album. There was Green Street for Chicago blues and Cantab Lounge for R&B, a glorious Stax reenactment where beehived women who had once been members of the Vandellas would tear the living shit out of “I’ve Been Loving You Too Long” on a tiny and somehow naked-making stage. Plough & Stars had Irish trad, beatnicky poetry, white guys playing contrapuntal Robert Johnson on steel-bodied guitars.


Inbound on Mass Ave was a basement place called Wally’s Café, with jazz all night and funk on Sunday. Wally’s was the snuggest of these venues, yet Miles Davis had played it in the ’50s at a time when BU seminary student Martin Luther King lived on the block and occasionally wandered in. Also on Mass Ave was Dave’s favorite destination, the Middle East Café, which had started as a budget kebab house for scruffy undergrads, expanding through a back wall into the next building, where the owner built a grotto for belly dancing shows. Belly dancing segued with complete illogic into stand-up comedy, trance and dance, performance art, electronica. Friday night felt infinite in such a place. A long walk around Cambridge might bring every kind of groove to you, along with and above the other city sounds, the hissing of the buses and the imprecating bums.


Things went along like this, improvised, unbalanced, until one particular weekend still in spring when a friend of mine, a lefty lawyer for the tugboat workers’ union, came to crash at Houghton Street, unpacking with his toothbrush two mix tapes. Slick Rick. Schoolly D. Ice T. Chuck D. This was rap. Annoyingly, my friend seemed to know more about rap at large and our own oddball Boston scene in particular than we did. Did we know, for example, that most white-owned clubs, fearful of the “element” rap might attract, refused to book it to their stages? For this reason, the most “prestigious” hip-hop venue in the city was a dismal former roller derby circuit from the 1930s bearing the alluring name of Chez Voo Disco Rink. Roller Derby, murdered French, disco anything—the potential of this weirdness was quite clear. Dave had by then already maniacally transcribed the subversive wordplay of two cuts by Schoolly D, pen in hand, big silver boom box to his ear.
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Signifying Rappers was shaped by several valences. The first was rap’s successful crossover in the form of Tone Lōc’s “Wild Thing,” which peaked at number two on Billboard’s Hot 100 chart in 1988, and “Funky Cold Medina,” which sold two million copies as we wrote these essays sewn together as a book. Boston’s own Bobby Brown, a son of Roxbury’s Orchard Park projects, had a number two pop-charted hit with “My Prerogative,” which is or isn’t really rap, though Brown was thought to be a rapper. Bobby Brown’s success hit home in Boston’s clubland. People knew him, had known him, or imagined they had known him. Kids like Bobby Brown were dime-a-dozen. Like Liverpudlian rockers after the Beatles made it big, these aspiring young rappers and promoters shared a dizzy sense of possibility.


The second trend in Boston, more my concern than Dave’s, was an eruption of gun violence that dominated the old Boston Globe’s conscientious headlines. The summer of 1989 was the bloodiest in Boston’s history and nobody seemed to know why. This wasn’t Crip-on-Blood, the clash of corporatized gang brands. This was closer to slaying as folk art, Boston being topographically a city of coves and necks, peninsulas and squares, an archipelago of many little inter-hostile ’hoods. The shootings by black teens (often on bicycles, a haunting touch—the pedal-by killing) were written up as symptoms of imploding opportunity, atrocious public schools, a sky-high dropout rate, all of which was taken, in some vague way, as an indictment of forced busing in Boston, court-ordered in 1974 and still in force in 1989. Busing was the grand reform, experiment, and sucking civic chest wound of my Massachusetts childhood. In 1989, Year 13 of the experiment, violence seemed to menace the whole vision of the City Beautiful and certainly the City Unified. Pro-busing liberals said, well what did you expect? Kids in Orchard Park have no other way out. Then as if on cue came million-selling Bobby Brown to light the unreal path out of Orchard Park and poverty, and somehow deal the liberals another blow. This was the municipal neurosis of the summer.


Meanwhile, back on Houghton Street, Dave and I plied our jaunty and disreputable bachelor lifestyle. I would come home from the office in the evenings, finding Dave emerging from the day’s fifth shower or sitting in his favored velour easy chair, legs crossed in his dainty way, a cheap Mead notebook in his lap, a Winston Gold 100, those extra-long smokes of the trailer parks, burning in his slender fist. He considered himself on hiatus. This, he proclaimed, was Vacationing Dave. He had come through gory legal edits on his great story collection Girl with Curious Hair; it would be published in August. Harvard would start in September.


But Vacationing Dave was always working. He had come to Cambridge in April fired up to write a long essay on the making and the watching of pornographic movies. This project grew and swallowed others. Often I would come home and find him with his notebook, trying to decode the awful yet addictive anti-fantasy of porn. The work, commenced in hope and inspiration, had become a maze of paradox or simple contradiction, the gnashing, the effable, the gross. Porn’s stupendous dumbness (hokey sets, bad dialogue) was a central attribute. But how to write smartly of the many functionings of Dumb? How to write with dignity and distance of store-bought arousal? His answer, when inspiration faltered, was often to chart and stack the paradoxes, creating ever more elaborated mazes. This was writing as compulsion, not as pleasure. He left his chair and notebook to escape to Cambridge clubland with a growing sense of stalemate.


In June, as I recall, Dave went to Manhattan for a dreaded authors’ panel. A fellow panelist launched a rote attack on rap as violent, anti-white, anti-women, bling-obsessed. Dave defended the artists he knew, praising the dexterity, the wordplay, the raucous, raw assault on the sententious Babbittry of the Age of Reagan. He loved the easy postmodernity, songs built out of pieces of other songs, rappers rapping that their rap was better than another rapper’s rap, which had itself attacked some other rapper’s rap. Songs about nothing that burst nonetheless with appetite and personality.


Lee Smith, an editor in New York, intrigued by Dave’s defense of the form, suggested that he write an essay that might have carried the title “How Rap, Which You Hate, Is Not What You Think, and Is Interesting as Hell, and, If Offensive, a Useful Sort of Offensive Given What Is Happening Today.” The posture was all Bangs, of course, and it felt good. Plus he could transport some of the themes and maybe some of the pages from the porn book as well. (The discussion of Synecdoche in Section 1B strikes me as an import.) Always upbeat in beginning, glad to have an excuse to put the stalled porn project aside, Dave quickly and happily drafted or grafted the first three “D.” sections of Signifying Rappers in June and early July 1989. These sections are twitchy and tetchy, fence as much as sentence. They are also optimistic (with hedges and cavils), openhearted, extroverted. Rap, he tells the reader, has a messy forest history. It is developing, organic, young. Yet it possesses true fart-at-the-party protest potential. Section 1B explores the history and terms, the points of “incongruity,” especially the three-way influence (later the source of so much unease in Infinite Jest) between the artist, the consumer, and the medial technology that links and separates them.


“Our point of departure, essay-wise,” states Dave in 1B, “was always less what we knew than what we felt, listening; less what we liked than why.” This picture of critical impetus is fissured down its face, of course, saying that we care less for knowing than for feeling. At the same time, though, we need to know why we feel a certain thing, or any thing at all, in response to Schoolly D. Celebrating feeling is a good Bangsian oink. But the nervous asker, why and why and why and why, is self-inspecting Dave failing to escape the planetary orbit of his doubts. I like the early sections of the “D.” side of the essay for this very ceaseless back-and-forth. There are entire handsome paragraphs constructed end to end of sentences that contradict themselves in subtle ways. The reader’s pupils, moving left to right along each line of type two decades later, seem to pace the floor alongside a worried, yearning, baffled, battling David Wallace.


Yearning was the yeast of DFW, life in crudest form, and yet it makes the baking rise. Yearning haunts the fiction, brothers seeking sisters, genius isolados who seek the ordinary things of friendship: trust, concern, affection, talk. Throughout the early “D.” sections of Signifying Rappers, you can hear the hope and humor too. There’s a bounce in the prose that captures some of the fun, goddamnit fun, to be found around Boston that summer.


On weekends, we would rise at a gentleman’s hour and stumble to S&S deli in Inman for bacon and eggs, which we ate while sharing the papers, the Globe with its brooding on Roxbury shootings and the Phoenix, the city’s much-beloved alternative tabloid, fusing the best and hippest music reviews with encyclopedic club listings, all of it bound together by fine-print personals (man seeks man for spanking, etc.) and page upon page of sex ads. In the afternoons, we played pickup basketball with Italian kids in muscle shirts at Saint Anthony of Padua’s. (Dave, spazzy off the tennis court but—make no mistake—intensely competitive everywhere, chipped my tooth on a rebound.) Later, we would stroll to Central Square to comb the discount bins at Cheapo, the shabby and eclectic record store across the street from Cantab and the Middle East Café. The clerks at Cheapo were a sort of floor show of their own, smirking at your putrid musical tastes while leading you toward manna. Ask them for an album by Ken Maynard (1920s singing cowboy, girlish, lonesome, minimal, Cormac McCarthy in song) and the clerks would: (a) scoff at Cowboy Ken and (b) name his whole discography and ask which song you wanted. Cheapo clerks were into William Shatner as a singer and Charles Manson, that chanteuse, long before the mainstream ironists at Rhino Records laid claim to them. They tolerated everything, all tastes and customer requests, except what was then called “hard” rap—the harsh and the defiant—which the Cheapo clerks believed to be essentially unmusical. A store that had entire bins for Aboriginal didgeridoo and Wendy / Walter Carlos’s sex-changed / switched-on Bach had only a few rap albums, which the clerks seemed reluctant to sell, to know, even to touch.


At four or five, our friends would start to call us or we them. Evening plans were laid with the care of an invasion. If I told you I was going to the Middle East at ten to catch a rap revue, you met me there or missed me altogether. Plans with friends had weight and stakes in those pre-texting days because they were uncorrectable once the night got rolling.


Rap night at the Middle East was a raffish, gaudy mess, emceed on that Ali Baba stage by a hustler in a tracksuit, the same kid every week. The tone at the club on other nights was arch, smart, poisonous, like Brecht at a Weimar cabaret. Weirdo acts were ushered on and off, freakish, winking, avant-garde, midgets in tuxedos playing Velvet Underground. The rappers revolted against this. With their dental grilles and dollar-sign necklaces, their carefully drilled but totally stolen dance moves, they were closer to Liberace than to Black Liberation. They wanted to do something strange for Cambridge: entertain. But different heartfelt aspects of these extravaganzas seemed to crash against one another, the wraparound shades like African dictators, the stiff-backed postures of the Nation of Islam, the relentless (and yet clowning) grabbing at the crotch to evoke gunselism and gangbanging, a fraught topic in that bloody summer. Plus it was all too loud on a shitty sound system, an assault that left us deaf and shaking on the long walk home through sleeping, dumpy neighborhoods. Dave’s question on those walks was always the essential one: “So—did that show suck? Or was it kind of crazy, great, and free?”


In the morning I would leave for work and Dave would go to his notebooks to rehash the night’s impressions and dilemmas. After he wrote these lively if conflicted sections (1B and 1C are examples), the mazes rose again for him. The prose stopped flowing. He asked me to read what he had written. At night, we would walk or take a drive and talk it over.


Driving was a major social easer for Dave Wallace. Normal conversational requirements—listening while thinking, while watching face-and body-language, while processing these sometimes undermining messages (your voice says that you’re interested, your face says that you’re bored), while also wondering about one’s own mixed messages of interest, boredom, politeness, contempt—could be a burden. Talking was easier when driving because both parties, seated, safety-belted, were positioned to stare out at the same relaxing blankness of the highway. The highway, saving eye contact, made interaction bearable when Dave’s nerves began to fray. His mood improved on drives at two AM with girlfriends to the beaches north of Boston or west to Walden Pond, an oasis in the suburbs now, where we would go swimming in the deep and spring-fed pond. Walden’s water tastes the way a sidewalk smells just before it rains. The water is very hard and excellent for swimming, like velvet drawn across the skin. Dave would roll his tan corduroys up and wade like Alfred Prufrock and worry, just a little, about snapping turtles. But he was happy; you could hear it. He felt good.


On occasions when we did not overlap in the apartment or take a drive together, I sometimes wrote my reply to parts of his rap essay. A yeah-but or a what-if, left on his desk. It was Dave’s idea to incorporate my responses and turn the essay into a coauthored book with intercut voices. The structure (three chapters aping the Hegelian thesis, anti-, synthesis) was a Dave idea, implemented through his funny, fussy letter-numbered subsections, 1A, 2B, 3C, 2D, 3F, 3H, which give the book a tense and teeming ambience, appropriately urban, like a mad apartment tower full of pissed-off, squabbling paragraphs who all want war with the landlord.


I wrote two sections in late summer. One passage was in Dave’s mode—internalized, discursive, the drama of the head. Subtly, our dance positions shifted. Summer waned and he was feeling sicker—more anxious, less directed, less able to sluice his thoughts in a productive or even non-scary direction. Harvard neared, depression loomed. By the time he wrote section 3H of the book—a sermon, really; lucid, brave, abrasive—he had swung around to the belief that rap was not the much-needed f-u to Reaganite America but rather a Trojan horse of heart and cerebellum, a “protest” so beset with muddy motives and hypocrisy that it could not help but fail. It was made to fail, born to be co-opted and subsumed into the junky ferrywake of media’s caching.


Isolation, solipsism, the dying of connection—these were the great enemies of Bangs. As summer passed at Houghton Street, the chill of isolation spread. I remember fewer visitors, less passionate, dorm-style discussion, fewer nights of roaming, and then none at all. School started in September. Dave, who had once “done” philosophy with savantish ease, and who had moreover planned to make a professorial living by this gift, found in 1989 that he had lost the knack of college. He struggled to listen to lectures, squirmed while reading syllogistic arguments for Beauty. He drank more, and alone. These pages, both as writing and as voice-and-thought collage, are the last work he would finish before walking into Harvard student health services one cold autumn afternoon and politely disclosing dogged thoughts of suicide.


Part of my response to the darker turn at Houghton Street can be glimpsed in two overtly journalistic sections that Dave placed at the start and the end of the book. Section 1A narrates an afternoon in a raggedy rap studio in Roxbury midway through the murder wave, the jaded young producers and plump teenage wannabes, everybody stardusted by Bobby Brown’s example. The coda (section 3I) is a brief account of a Peace Rally, an anti-gang event and free city-sponsored rap concert held on a hot day in August at Roxbury Community College. The concert was supposed to bring the rival groups from Orchard Park and Franklin Park and Melnea Cass together for a giant hatchet burying. Victims of shootings, mothers without sons, teenagers in wheelchairs, ministers, and politicians would urge the kids through crackly PAs to “Just have fun!” and “Quit the bangin’, y’all!” The hottest local rappers would be there. Gang Starr was the big act, rolling stage-ward though the crowd in a white prom-rental limousine, a humorously humble stab at glitz. The rumor was that Bobby Brown himself would magically appear to rap us back to unity again. Just in case Bobby for some reason couldn’t make it, there was also a huge and highly Irish police presence, barricades and helicopters, paddy wagons, a line of panting German shepherd dogs. These journalistic sections are a Didionish visit, homage to her travelogues through ’60s California, people trapped inside the colorful soap bubbles called their personalities, rising on vast updrafts of the culture until they pop.


Throughout this book I’m saying tut-tut to my coauthor. Rap is sterile, closed, and circular if you understand it only as something on your tape deck, in your head. But it’s also here and now, a city and a summer. Actual people, foolish, astute, venal, and dreaming, are writing the rhymes and mixing the tapes. They’re passing through those Gaelic barricades for peace. It’s cheating to avoid this life and call the whole thing lifeless. And it’s tragic to conclude, from this supposed lifelessness, that you have nothing left to say. The tut-tut is me begging: come on, brother, just get off the couch and let’s go out.
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A note on the new edition: Signifying Rappers was originally published in May of 1990 with a short discography and a full transcription of the sampled and lyrical overlays of the classic hip-hop single “Paid in Full” by Eric B. & Rakim. In an effort to declutter things, these appendices have been cut to focus on the main text of the book.


This main text, along with the original acknowledgments, has been left for the most part as-is, or as-was. The book is a deeply dorked-out artifact of 1989, bristling with quick and cryptic references to Howard Beach, Dick Gephardt, the Tawana Brawley kidnapping, the TV shows and ad campaigns of that post-Reagan hangover. (Today the shorthand might be Newtown, nip slips, Dancing Baby, and Wayne LaPierre.) Does anyone remember Arsenio Hall or the California Raisins? Will these references fall flat for readers under forty?


It’s a question and a problem. Signifying Rappers shoots for (and shoots at) the large abiding themes of corporatized mass culture, a particular kind of merchandized outrage that haunts and dominates the nation still. Perversely, though, while taking the “eternal” view, these sentences insistently date themselves to 1989, using words like new, soon, lately, this year, now. Terms like these don’t age well. They introduce time’s particular fragility to things, like the sell-by date on a milk carton. And this, ironically, is an abiding warning of the book, the furnace of all fads, the trash of temporality. But as time-bound—’89-bound—as these pages may seem at first, in rereading I’m struck by the poise and timelessness of particular passages of my coauthor’s prose:




Like the drum machines and scratch, sample and backbeat, the rapper’s “song” is essentially an upper layer in the dense weave of rhythm that, in rap, usurps melody and harmony’s essential functions of identification, call, counterpoint, movement, and progression, the play of woven noises… dance beats that afford unlimited bodily possibility, married rhythmically to complexly stressed lyrics that assert, both in message and meter, that things can never be other than what IS.





Well, wow. Rap is poetry. It is made of beat and meter—that is, marching time. I’m not sure what to make of the complex interplay of time, text, tension, and temporality in this little book, but it’s probably best to leave it for the reader largely undisturbed.
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