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What you hold in your hands is not another book about rap music. This is about hip-hop.

To most people, hip-hop signifies rap. And perhaps well it should, for since the art of party-rocking was transferred in the form of 1979’s “Rapper’s Delight” to a twelve-inch piece of black polyvinyl chloride, born literally of salt and oil, then distilled further from fifteen minutes of rhymes to a three-minute pop song—in other words, a portable commodity that could leverage hundreds more valuable commodities, the salt and oil of the new global entertainment—hip-hop has been an inescapable fact.

But rap’s pop dominance has eclipsed hip-hop’s true importance. In particular, it has hidden the way that hip-hop has become one of the most far-reaching and transformative arts movements of the past two decades. From condemned farmland barns in South Carolina to flashy postmodern boutiques in Shibuya, from brick-and-stone alleyways to the bright lights of Broadway, in airy suburban bedrooms crowded with the stuff of urban detritus and overheated inner-city schoolrooms abuzz with the noise of personal journals, in front of white laptops, in black-box theatres and red-light districts, hip-hop has set the imagination of a generation afire. I don’t say this to make a “look how we’ve grown up” bid for acceptance, an “it’s more respectable than you think” apology, or even a “you better recognize” boast puffed full of triumphalism. Again, it’s just a simple fact.

The hip-hop arts movement has left its mark on theatre, poetry, literature, journalism, criticism, performance art, dance, visual arts, photography, graphic design, film, video, name your genre, not to mention the recombinant and emerging versions of any and all of the above. I’ve said this elsewhere, but  it’s worth repeating: hip-hop is one of the big ideas of this generation, a grand expression of our collective creative powers. But when recognized at all, the hip-hop arts have often been divided into subcategorical themes—“spoken word poetry,” “street literature,” “postmulticultural theatre,” “post-Black art,” “urban outsider art”—by critics trained to classify trees while lost in the forest. Perhaps this is simply because the hip-hop arts movement did not undertake to formally announce itself in such circles, as in Antonin Artaud’s 1938 manifesto The Theater and Its Double or the 1971 Black Arts Movement anthology, The Black Aesthetic. Perhaps it is simply because, despite all the interest in the talking, the hip-hop arts movement has been chiefly concerned with the doing, which is just what it has done, organically, for more than three decades.

Harry Allen, the pioneering hip-hop critic and the first self-proclaimed hip-hop activist, likens the movement’s development to the Big Bang. Its vanishing point is in the Bronx, somewhere around ’68. Its “epoch of inflation” is the six-year period before the breakthrough of commercial rap in 1979. Sometime between the middle and the end of that epoch, Afrika Bambaataa famously articulated the outlines of the hip-hop aesthetic by defining four primary elements, its founding genres: graffiti writing, b-boying/b-girling, DJing, and MCing. In Allen’s formulation, before 1979, together these elements constituted “one, never-to-reappear ‘superforce.’” After that, anything could happen.

Sure enough, upon its Athena-like downtown appearance at the turn of the ’80s, hip-hop seemed to have already outrun the avant-garde. Graffiti art was celebrated as a reaction to minimalism and conceptualism, an “outsider” art that correlated to postindustrial dislocation, confronted “drop-dead” government with kid’s-eye creativity, and encapsulated all that was transgressive and progressive in the moment. B-boying’s radically democratic reclamation of public space and its aggressive athleticism reinvigorated modern dance. DJing brought the noise for the postmodernists’ interest in rupture, repetition, and bricolage, and MCing seemed perfectly tailored for the poststructuralists’ obsession with textuality. And we had just begun to account for hip-hop’s effect on the popular.

Still, hip-hop’s internal creative force does not rest. In the time that it takes for a group of kids in the neighborhood to go from wide-eyed young’ns to confident teen arbiters of style, slang, swing, and swagger to grown-folk moving on and out (and then declaring the next set of kids to be the murderers of  their natural-born hip-hop, which, of course, is completely true), the culture has turned over again, leaving the universe with a whole lot of new matter to  deal with. So from kids battling in roller rinks, shopping malls, and city centers to teens showcasing in cultural centers and nightclubs, we have adults taking over the performance space, the theatre stage, and the soundstage. From kids painting graffiti on trains to teens customizing canvases, we have adults rethinking painting, sculpture, graphic design, installation art, and architecture.

Why not? The alternative to an outsourcing, McJob world is to get busy. Maybe the new hip-hop universe must expand to fill the vacuum left by the old. If the hip-hop generation was the first to enjoy the freedoms of a post-civil rights world, they were also the first to recognize the hollowness of those promises and to bear witness to the effects of the repeal of many of those same freedoms. In the word of the Cuban rappers, we adopt the spirit of inventos , not merely building on the advantages afforded by the ever shrinking revolution but also learning the value and necessity of starting fresh.

Enter artists like Sarah Jones, Saul Williams, Jerry Quickley, Jonzi D, Beau Sia, iona rozeal brown, Kehinde Wiley, Rebecca Meek, Carlos “MARE 139” Rodriguez, Barry “TWIST” McGee, Sofía Quintero, Asia One, Kwikstep and Rokafella, Universes, Matt Black, David LaChappelle, Hype Williams, Jamel Shabazz, Joe Conzo, Jonathan Mannion, Jessica Care Moore, Touré, Carl Hancock Rux, Dream Hampton, and Mos Def, artists like those writing in this book, and it don’t stop. They share a desire to continue to break down boundaries between so-called high and low, to bring the street into the art space and the art space into the street, to make urgent, truth-telling work that reflects the lives, loves, histories, hopes, and fears of their generation, the hip-hop generation. Heir to the Black Arts and the postmodernist and multiculturalist movements, head high amid all of the terms batted about to try to frame the imperatives and urgencies of Now—such as post-Blackness, polyculturalism, globalism, and transnationalism1—hip-hop is where flux, identity, revolution, and the masses mix, and keep on expanding.

Yet after more than three decades, hip-hop is also encountering a sense of exhaustion, even among its most ardent followers. By the beginning of 2005, hip-hop music, in particular, had become a weapon of mass distraction—abused by corporate media monopolies with their deployments of block-buster-minded execs, reactionary programmers, and vernacular shock jocks, incurring a grassroots clapback from hip-hop activists dismayed at the pimping of their culture. In an angry disquisition on rap’s accommodation to global hypercapitalism, Greg Tate wrote: “Consider, if you will, this ‘as above, so below’ doomsday scenario: twenty years from now we’ll be able to tell our grandchildren and great-grandchildren how we witnessed cultural genocide: the systematic destruction of a people’s folkways. We’ll tell them how fools  thought they were celebrating the 30th anniversary of hip-hop the year Bush came back with a gangbang, when they were really presiding over a funeral.” At the landmark Hip-Hop and Feminism Conference at the University of Chicago in April 2005, there were contradictory impulses. Thirty- and fortysomething scholars and writers, impatient with the culture’s backsliding on heterosexism and misogyny, made calls to “let hip-hop go,” to abandon it and welcome the next thing. But a vocal contingent of twentysomethings also expressed a strong desire to advance both the aesthetics of the culture and the activism against its more reactionary elements. Fuck being hard, the women had unmasked the complications of the culture in the new postmillennial moment.

The paradox was this: even as hip-hop was at the peak of its function as a multiplier for entertainment and luxury lifestyle capital, a service that seemed to empower only the crassest tendencies of mass culture, hip-hop continued to give voice and grant vision, one-to-one, to millions around the world. Indeed, it continued to split, mutate, evolve, and neologize: krumping, parkour, pichação. Hypercapitalism hadn’t yet killed the folkways. In fact, many signs pointed to the culture’s continuing expansion, à la Allen’s Unified Theory. The concussive effects of the Big Bang were still being felt in boutique galleries on pregentrified streets, on hundreds of poorly lit stages, in cramped and crammed after-school spaces all around the world, let alone the few downriver venues that had not yet been fully transformed by it: Broadway, mainstream museums, yes, the academy, and City Hall.

And so here we are.

If this book is not overly concerned with rap music, well, there’s so much more to speak about. From Tricia Rose’s classic 1994 text, Black Noise, through the recent deluge of published scholarship and the cyberspace chatter right now, most of the intellectual energy expended on hip-hop is taken up by rap, all out of proportion to the actual creative energy of the hip-hop arts movement. We tend to focus on the objects on offer from the vast North American-centric entertainment conglomerates—CDs, videos, DVDs, movies, and all of the “lifestyle” commodities that they sell in turn: energy drinks, alcoholic drinks, shoes, clothing, automobiles, jewelry. Hip-hop arts deliverable via remote control and instant download represent an always visible, supremely capitalized, but very narrow sliver of the range of hip-hop cultural production. Although this part reaches millions around the world via monopoly distribution, the number of producers with access to this system is necessarily small and getting smaller. Most hip-hop cultural production operates outside of this limited field, and so outside of the scope of the intellectual gaze.

For instance, nearly everyone dances, but very little work, apart from what is being done by the dancers themselves, has been done on hip-hop dance—whether social dance, “traditional” dance (b-boying, popping, and locking), or performance dance—let alone the genres that spring from it, like hip-hop theatre or performance art. The less likely a genre is able to be converted into a durable product, the less likely it is to have been documented properly. Yet hip-hop began as a lived culture—you had to be there, you had to be in it—and it continues to grow as such all around the world every single day. In this way the hip-hop arts movement continues to build audiences and open possibilities. Imagine the infrastructure of the Harlem Renaissance—poets, artists, photographers, publishers, patrons, and fans—raised to global proportions, and you have (very alive and well, thank you) the hip-hop arts movement. Once we’ve decentered the media monopolies—and, just admit it, doesn’t that feel a whole lot better?—a new set of narratives, questions, themes, and art arises.

That is exactly where we want to situate you for Total Chaos, pun intended. Of course, this project proceeds regardless of whether hip-hop “needs” it. The movement has done fine without attempts to totalize it—even if it does end up looking expansive and unruly without the organization brought to it by the containing logic of hypercapitalism. And there is absolutely no attempt to be definitive here. Rather, Total Chaos intends to document some of the movement’s historical vectors, capture a snapshot of some of its most pressing issues, illuminate marginalized and emergent aspects of the movement, and, above all, suggest the breadth and the beauty of hip-hop arts. Consider it a trail book to our universe, and go explore.

Your guides are the artists driving the movement, along with just a smattering of practicing “experts.” This was deliberate. Displacing the voices of the culture’s producers not only leads to shoddy scholarship but also sucks off the art’s vitality. Interpretation should never be the place where art goes to die. So  Total Chaos centers the cacophony and cross talk of the practitioners over the boilerplate stuff of the “experts.” In this mix of essays, pieces, rants, interviews, and roundtable discussions, they spin you their stories, disagree with each other and themselves, and give it to you raw and real.

Their concerns are paramount here. How do hip-hop-generation artists conceptualize their aesthetics? What continuities with the past and visions of the future guide them? What is their relationship to the communities they come from? How does hip-hop both delimit and reframe questions of racial, gender, and sexual identity? How do artists grapple with issues of patronage and sponsorship, especially in relation to a global entertainment industry that  promises greater success and more exploitation than ever before? How does working in a connected world affect their artistic process and their vision of local culture and democracy? And, of course, the ever present stinger: isn’t hip-hop dead yet?

These questions were of central importance in an artists’ gathering sponsored by Roberta Uno, Program Officer for Arts and Culture of the Ford Foundation, and organized by La Peña Cultural Center in the Bay Area in September 2003. Roberta was interested in looking deeply at two issues: how demographic change should affect cultural funding and how aesthetic change was manifesting in the arts. Under the rubric “Future Aesthetics,” forty-five artists—most of color, all of post-Boomer age, ranging from the twenties to the early forties—gathered to discuss, as Roberta put it, questions of “artistic innovation, changing aesthetics, the changes between the market place and communities, new networks of arts organizing and models of organization, the influence of the media and generational shifts, and also cultural production in a local and international arena.” Many, but not all, either called themselves hip-hop artists or felt comfortable with working in hip-hop arts. Others were ambivalent about hip-hop arts, and some were antagonistic to hip-hop arts entirely. Those views are included here as well, because what is hip-hop without an argument? If there’s one thing this generation embraces, it’s getting messy in all the contradictions—you know, “keeping it real” and all that.

Above all, this anthology was born as a way of extending the conversations begun among the artists on questions of aesthetics at the beginning of the twenty-first century. In the first part, “Roots: Perspectives on History, we examine, revise, reframe, and uncover the roots of the hip-hop arts movement. “Flipping the Script: Beyond the Four Elements” then reveals some of the vectors along which the hip-hop arts movement has traveled. “The Real: Identity in Flux” explores the dimensions of identity, how the hip-hop generation begins to imagine itself, and some of the perils and limits of that process. “Worldwide: Hip-Hop Arts beyond Borders” looks at the relationship between hip-hop arts and place, while moving beyond the borders of its North American metropole. “Next Elements: Hip-Hop Arts and Future Aesthetics” presents different visions of the future of hip-hop arts and aesthetics. All in all, this collection is loose, ungainly, contradictory, volatile, unstable. But there are patterns to be discerned, fractals to find. The metaphors we reached for earlier were a primeval explosion and the turbulent, irregular systems emerging from it. So welcome to our universe. It’s time to expand.


NOTES 
1 Here’s a primer on our use of these terms.

Polyculturalism is a term coined by Robin D. G. Kelley and advanced also by Vijay Prashad to describe the process of cultural exchange. Polyculturalism, unlike more recent forms of multiculturalism, is not merely about “diversity,” which tends in practice to fix and essentialize cultures. Instead, polyculturalism describes the way cultures influence each other. It functions like a jazz quartet (blending, inspiring, and changing together) or a DJ mixing records (matching rhythms and keeping it moving).

The oft-misunderstood term post-Blackness was coined by Thelma Golden, the influential curator of the Studio Museum of Harlem, to describe African American visual arts at the turn of the millennium. She wanted to emphasize that postmulticulturalist African American artists had both benefited from and wanted to move on from the narrow focus on racial content over formal quality. She certainly didn’t mean to suggest that racism had gone the way of the dodo bird or that race was no longer a concern of these artists—in fact, quite the opposite. Multiculturalism had freed “post-Black” artists to be received on many levels of interpretation.

The ideas of globalism and transnationalism came into vogue by the mid-1990s to describe how the changes in late or postmodern capitalism had affected culture. Globalism related to the interconnectivity and interdependence of cultures around the world and focused largely on economic flows. In this way, it was related to what has come to be known as globalization, although the roots of the idea go back to cold war foreign policy. Transnationalism is a somewhat similar term, more popular in the academy than in government, that refers to the movement of culture, capital, and people around the world. It is often invoked to discuss ideas that seem to have become larger than nation-states, such as religion or marketing. Scholars who work in transnationalism are interested in identity formation, especially as it relates to immigration, diaspora, or the emergence of floating classes of workers.



 





PART ONE

ROOTS: PERSPECTIVES ON HIP-HOP HISTORY





Roots
Perspectives on Hip-Hop History



Hip-hop began as an early ’70s youth street culture in New York City, with all of the peculiarities of place embedded in it—the slang, the cadence of talk, the way people moved. If one had grown up in the Black community of Oakland or Detroit or Philadelphia instead, the local dance might be The Boogaloo or Stepping rather than B-Boying or Rocking. Just as James Smethurst reminds us that the Black Arts Movement looked different whether you stood in Watts, Newark, Chicago, or Atlanta, what became hip-hop would take on the characteristics of each community’s quirks and idiosyncrasies. Everything has a context, a beginning point.

It may have been only in the Bronx in the late ’70s that Afrika Bambaataa’s “four elements” converged the way that they did. Yet by now the concept holds much more than ideological weight, even feels like gravity itself. The Big Bang has swept up everything with it, and even the forces behind hip-hop’s origins sometimes obscure as much as they illuminate. So this section attempts to spark new or reopen dormant lines of inquiry into the history of hip-hop arts.

In “Dreams of a Final Theory,” the nostalgia and extreme mathematics rather than the futurism and virtuosity embodied in a turntablist exhibition draw Harry Allen to examine what has happened to hip-hop culture since its mythic days. His conclusion that hip-hop has, in his words, “destabilized” opens up the possibility that the culture is destined to continue to scatter into entropy, if not experience a fate much worse.

Father Anthony “Amde” Hamilton is a living bridge to the Black Arts Movement. He ran the Watts Writers Workshop and the Mafundi Institute on 103rd Street, then cut two records, Black Voices on the Streets of Watts and  Rapping Black in a White World, with his group, the Watts Prophets, that became the foundation for Los Angeles’s “gangsta rap” and its less heralded but  influential early ’90s freestyle underground. Hamilton’s work refocuses hip-hop arts from the idea of word-as-sound or word-as-commodity to word-as-word, a lineage that ties back centuries to the African concept of Nommo.

Here is where Marc Bamuthi Joseph, the actor, playwright, and teacher, enters. The national revival of interest in poetry owes much to hip-hop. Joseph’s “(Yet Another) Letter to a Young Poet” pointedly notes that the interest is more at odds than in convergence with institutionalized Eurocentric standards of beauty. His notion of a hip-hop poetic draws on the Harlem Renaissance and the Beats who were influenced by it, the Black Arts Movement and the multiculturalism movement that extended it. Last, Joseph outlines one of the deep, abiding interests of hip-hop arts: to stir possibilities as pedagogy.

If Joseph is interested in hip-hop’s liberatory potential, Jorge “POPMASTER FABEL” Pabon, a Rock Steady Crew and Universal Zulu Nation elder and a dancer and hip-hop historian of more than twenty-five years, maintains a folkloric interest in passing on traditions. Despite the fact that hip-hop dance elders maintain a rigorous system of knowledge, dance is the least formally documented of hip-hop’s forms, and the most likely to be decontextualized. FABEL’s indispensable piece, “Physical Graffiti,” is one of the most succinct and influential pieces to date on the topic, a hip-hop nod to Marshall Stearns and Jean Stearns’s indispensable book, Jazz Dance. FABEL’s history of hip-hop dance points to its roots in African American and Afro-Latino social dance, names the dances and their innovators, and discusses the aesthetic problems of bringing the dances to film or the theatre stage.

African American social dance—whether krumping/clowning in Los Angeles, footwork/juking/japping in Chicago, jitting in Detroit, or hyphy/turf dance in Oakland, all twenty-first-century successors to the indigenous social dances described above—has always incorporated competition. At the heart of hip-hop’s regeneration and evolution is the ritual of the style war and the art of battling. In an interview with Joe Schloss, b-boy Zulu King Alien Ness describes his process of preparation and execution when he competes in the global circuit of b-boy battles. In the cipher, hip-hop’s vitality is reaffirmed, its participants recommit to its primacy, and the culture transforms itself.

The concluding piece of this section is an extensive roundtable discussion featuring cultural critics Greg Tate, Mark Anthony Neal, and Vijay Prashad and filmmaker and photographer Brian “B+” Cross taking up hip-hop in a postmulticulturalist moment. Hip-hop’s breakout years in the early ’80s coincided with the rise of the multiculturalism movement, a radical political and aesthetic agenda to broaden the representations of marginalized people in  mainstream institutions and the popular culture. By the ’90s, hip-hop had helped foster a dramatic increase of representations of people of color. Our panelists discuss the implications of hip-hop’s successes and failures in advancing a radical multiculturalist platform. At the heart of their discussion is the desire to understand hip-hop’s journey, the possible endpoints of that journey, and its still unfulfilled possibilities.
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Dreams of a Final Theory

Harry Allen

 



 



 




Physicist Nathan Myhrvold, Microsoft’s chief technology officer, once summarized his primary research focus as an inconceivably tiny sliver of time after the Big Bang, when the cosmos was but a mere trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a second old, and the universe swiftly grew from about 10-33 of a centimeter in diameter—roughly a hundred billion billion times smaller than a proton—to “about the size of a grapefruit.” Casually dismissing everything that would follow this “epoch of inflation”—the formation of most matter and galaxies, and the entirety of the human record—he notes, “After that, it’s all sort of history as far as I’m concerned.”

Though bundled with less intellect by several orders of magnitude, I share Dr. Myhrvold’s search for the rudimentary, even if my gaze is neither so far-reaching nor quite so reductive. If this writer could study, with infinite resolution, any early time period, it would be the one dominated by hip-hop culture in New York City before September 1979 and “Rapper’s Delight.” Much the way scientists theorize that, prior to Myhrvold’s tiny epoch, nature’s four fundamental forces—gravity, electromagnetism, the strong force, and the weak force—were united in one never-to-reappear “superforce,” pre-1979 hip-hop’s four fundamental forces—MCing, DJing, b-boying, and writing—were, they say, united in a way that, after that time, they would never be again.

Roughly a quarter century after hip-hop’s Big Bang, I’m watching Invisibl Skratch Piklz’s awesomely skilled DJ QBert deftly mesmerize a characteristically white crowd at Symphony Space for the Fourth Annual Battle Sounds Turntablist Festival. The event has been convened as a screening of, and fund-raiser for, Brooklyn video maker John Carluccio’s as-yet-uncompleted Battle Sounds Hip-Hop DJ Documentary. The producers also distribute copies of  Turntablist Transcription Methodology, Version 1.0, their proposal for a DJing notation system. Scattered throughout the gathering are such notables as DJs Barry B, Steve D, and Grandmixer DXT, whose turns on Herbie Hancock’s “Rockit” were like Plymouth Rock for many of the DJs who will line the stage. (As far as one can see, there’s not a major rapper on the premises.) When suddenly, I’m struck by an odd insight. I realize that I am not seeing a manifestation of “true” or “original” hip-hop—as many are wont to proclaim these days, particularly in the gamma-ray glare of that rare, very heavy, silvery white metal, element 78 on the periodic table: platinum.

I realize, instead, that such demonstrations are just a slightly less false remapping of hip-hop’s original intent than that which the almost completely DJ-less rhyming art form has become—due to the covalent greed of its practitioners and distributors, coupled with the lack of internal cohesion that, after art forms grow, makes them destabilize. “Turntablism” isn’t “real hip-hop” any more than, as it’s often said, “rap”—the commercialization of MCing into 4:30 arrangements of rhymes in pop-song structure for radio play—is “hip-hop.” Turntablism is a word that renames, for the objectives of its practitioners and distributors, what hip-hop has been doing since Kool Herc: using the turntable as an instrument. In truth, however, what Flash ’n ’em had to do was some degree more ambitious: (a) be showy and devastating, (b) rock a partying, uninterested, or even partially drunk or violent crowd, and (c) set up the rhythmic bed with which skilled MCs would interact so that they could also (a) and (b). When was the last time that you saw a “turntablism” demo with MCs? In some ways, “turntablism” reminds one of technical diving, where the goal is not to ogle clown fish in a warm coral reef but to descend more than 1,000 feet below the ocean’s surface in less than twelve minutes—not the twenty-four hours such a plunge usually takes—aided by ten to fifteen dollars’ worth of clusters of “diving computers, heads-up displays, rebreathers, and portable recompression chambers” scrounged through the Internet, to quote a Wired article: swimming as pure math. As well, “turntablism” has begun to develop its own branched time line (oriented around the historical dates of widely heralded DJ battles), geography (in turntablism terms, West Coast means the Bay Area, not Los Angeles), and mythology (in the sense of an indigenous narrative tradition)—for example, the myth that Grand Wizzard Theodore invented scratching in his bedroom, ably retold and demonstrated by the Wizzard himself in the Battle Sounds  doc. In the history of “turntablism,” this precious fact is almost a phylactery—knowledge that differentiates specialists from dilettantes. Yet like much of hip-hop culture, it has yet to bear the brunt of rigorous historical review, or  even a few basic questions. For instance, does “inventing” a practice in one’s bedroom count, or do you have to do it in public to get the credit? Or the one with which this writer has been grappling: why do we count writing (“graffiti”) as part of hip-hop culture, when its origins predate Kool Herc’s public performances of the music?

One of the holy grails of modern physics is a unifying, mathematical description of the universe’s four forces that, says theoretician Paul Davies, “you could wear on your T-shirt”—a formula ideally as compact, memorable, and all-encompassing as E = mc2. Hip-hop could also use such a binding formula or philosophy. In the time since its creation, its subtending parts have each gone off along their own vectors, some more or less prosperously, but all at great deficit to the potency of the others. The question, then, remains, much as it does in the study of the heavens, whether hip-hop is, in fact, a closed universe—bound to recollapse, ultimately, in a fireball akin to its birth—or an open one, destined to expand forever, until it is cold, dark, and dead. 






Harry Allen began writing in Brooklyn’s City Sun and the Village Voice in the mid-1980s. He coined the term “hip-hop activist” and was the “media assassin”for the fabled Long Island crew Public Enemy.
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Nommo

Anthony “Amde” Hamilton 



 



 






The flesh 
Of the word spoken 
Is the breath of the one who spoke it 
Each word spoken 
Is a tangible piece 
Of someone 


 
Words can make the bitter sound sweet 
Make a heart skip a beat 
Words describe to us 
What we taste feel smell and see 
Words are like communication 
In most of life’s situations 


 
Oh 
What an artistic flair 
Happiness or despair 
Can come 
From a precious breath of air



 




Anthony “Amde” Hamilton has been performing and teaching the spoken word as a member of the Watts Prophets. His works are collected in the book  Me Today You Tomorrow: Journey of a Street Poet and the album Things Gonna Get Greater: The Watts Prophets, 1969-1971.






3

(Yet Another) Letter to a Young Poet

Marc Bamuthi Joseph

 



 



 



Let me tell you a story:

I’m in Senegal, twenty-two years old, and just finished with my first year teaching high school. The thing they don’t tell you about your summer reading list is that your teachers don’t want to read that bullshit either, but we must. And so instead of trailing the Fulani near the Mali border or kickin’ it on the beach in the Casamance, I’m spending the day reading Rilke. He’s this early-twentieth-century European philosopher-king who writes of creating poetry from the depths of the soul out of an irrepressible, intrinsic need. I’ve never read his work, but these letters he wrote to his young charge are supposed to be THE standard for inspiring “pure” poetry. I’m supposed to TEACH these joints next year to my juniors, but I KNOW they won’t give a fuck, because they’ve never enjoyed the kind of privilege Rilke did. He could merrily merrily merrily down streams and leaves and skies and be “pure” all the fuck he wanted, because there was no whir or hiss or BANG of the machine placating his thoughts or framing his means. And I’m thinking, right then and there, that I’m gonna quit my job, because I can’t believe that I’m in Africa but my eyes are in the book of yet another dead white guy. And yeah, Young World, you should probably read his shit at some point, you know just ’cuz, but ultimately it exists in his dead-white-guy vacuum that was never meant to include you. I’m sure whoever the hell he was writing to turned out to be a great poet, but as we both know, Young World, there was no way that dude could EVER bust like you.

 



 



Which makes sense, ’cuz if poetry hasn’t evolved in the past two hundred years, than we’re ALL fucked.

Somehow this logic hasn’t seeped into the marrow of the canonical mind, and most teachers end up feeding you dead scrolls instead of living word, but never mind them for now, and let’s turn instead to you, young poet. Know this: if you are a child of hip-hop, the simple truth is that in the beginning was the word, and the word was spoken in body language.

As if abiding by some prescribed low-end theory, your aesthetic progenitor was born of the bass, with reinventors of the wheel like Herc and Bam spinning wax, and Black and Puerto Rican kids twisting their bodies in heretofore unimaginable ways. This dance and its unintended corresponding “movement” arose from organic response to the beat, broken into funk drums, Latin percussion, and disco horns. In the U.S. of A. This American language of the body, of the people, is the first truth in hip-hop’s creation myth.

As communities gathered at an odd intersection of competitive zeal and nonviolent response to gang warfare, freestyle scribes showed up to chronicle the times. These first MCs were city-block John Maddens, latter-day hosts-with-the-most calling out insightful play-by-play. The mobile stage was set by Krylon color, after which the beat called, the bodies responded, and THEN came the voiced commentary . . . which in strict Darwinian logic would lead one to believe that the word in hip-hop, being the last to arrive, is still in its most observable evolutionary state. And this is where you come in.

After Bambaataa’s cornerstone media expressions, hip-hop’s children continue to annex the original temple, growing with the culture into areas of knowledge, politics, parenting, journalism, fashion, economics, and philosophy. Young World, you manifest the belief that a poetic thread runs through all of these elements, and that if any cultural mode has the capacity to save hip-hop from itself, it is indeed the spoken word. Your work is an emergent pedagogical foundation, political arbiter, and the aesthetic pathway toward finding culturally viable, noncorporate success.

Hip-hop culture changed young people’s relationship to language and put their literary referents in a stream of authors whose modern era probably begins with the publication of Ginsburg’s “Howl.” Howl gives us the Beats, and from the Beat Era comes Amiri Baraka, who sits on the edge of the Black Arts Movement with Sonia Sanchez, Etheridge Knight, and Nikki Giovanni. These authors open the public consciousness unto the nationalism of the Watts Prophets, the Last Poets, and Gil Scott Heron. These poets release their poems in LP form, speaking poetry over spare drums, and later fuller musical arrangements. Gil Scott’s music and poetry gives way to Ntozake Shange’s choreopoem for colored girls who have considered suicide when the rainbow is  enuf. . . . Shange joins Miguel Piñero at Joseph Papp’s Public Theater, thrilling New Yorkers with raw, autobiographical plays in politically keen verse.

All these writers exemplify an urban, musical poetic that has prevailed since at least the Harlem Renaissance, but never has been more globally impactful than inside hip-hop culture. As this particular literary chronology continues, The Furious Five’s “The Message” is the first visible signpost in a litany of work that preserves both political and poetical traditions, from KRS-ONE to Rakim to Nas. In this lineage, Saul Williams is the crossroads figure who officially hybridizes hip-hop and spoken word, unequivocally representing both, with or without a beat. His work in the seminal film Slam popularized this new DNA strand of verse and voice, availing it to countless writers, among whom stand Dennis Kim, Ishle Park, Sarah Jones, Staceyann Chin, Chinaka Hodge, and Dahlak Brathwaite.

Young World, you are an embodied testament to this aesthetic continuum. You’ve been published in Newsweek, been featured on HBO, and graduated from Harvard. You’ve also struggled with homelessness and abuse, and you’ve dropped out of high school. Everyone is in your cipher. Hip-hop has given you a model to present yourself verbally in the public domain. What the culture hasn’t modeled, at least on the commercial level, is how to be accountable for language once you’ve found your spotlight. This is the essential quality of spoken-word poetry that is clearly rooted in hip-hop yet demonstrates aesthetic maturity where hip-hop has strayed from its political promise. Spoken word inherently adheres to the intellectual and social upliftment of the collective.

 



 



Hey Young World, let me tell you a story:

Somewhere around 1992, I got bored (two hours before my deadline) with a Shakespeare assignment, and I decided to turn in a “hip-hop” rendering of Julius Caesar’s third act instead of the essay I was supposed to write. So my teacher, this young kid in his first year out of New England, FLIPS his SHIT, gives me like an “A quadruple-plus” or something and tells the whole class how I’m on some “postmodern shit” blah blah skippy. He demanded that we read it out loud, which didn’t work for all the Paul Beattyian reasons you’d expect of a private school on the Upper East Side. I signified on Shakespeare, spun rhymes eleventh-grade urban, and unwittingly made my first poems without a clue that what I was doing was called “spoken word.”

Less than one high school generation later, I was replicating this process of linguistic discovery as a contracted teacher with Youth Speaks in San Francisco. I am currently part of a team that addresses one hundred thousand teens annually across the United States and Europe through spoken word.

There is one major conceptual bridge between the high school Junior I was, and the high school Juniors I teach. For that matter, the same bridge spans the performer I was at fifteen and the artist I am at thirty. The agent at work is encapsulated in the populist ethic espoused by Brazilian educator Paolo Freire. The seminal Pedagogy of the Oppressed ultimately makes the case for the creation of literacy in our communities as a means of confronting the status quo, becoming an avenue to liberation. Our public education system supports the opposite vision. It is a machine to promote hierarchical class structure, and teachers are shackled by dysfunctional federal mandates in their attempts to incite the full capacity of their students.

To counter this movement of complacent literacy, Youth Speaks’ system reintroduces into the learning environment the concept of Nommo—the generative power of the word. The traditional methodology in a classroom is to have students read a canonical text and then create responses to the author’s writing in the form of an expository essay. This sequence presents texts as separate and more relevant (worthy of study) than the realities of the students. It perpetuates complacent literacy where literature is taught not to inspire original thought and action on the student’s part but to confirm that which is already legitimated as Culture. Fuck that. There is an entire generation of educators who come to the classroom with a radically different relationship to oral language (hip-hop), access to information (the Internet), and velocity of thought (wireless communication) than their predecessors. As such, we’ve sought to change the way literature and literacy are taught, invoking a different approach to language to empower young people to dismantle the narrow self-images that hip-hop reflects back to them. Instead of essays that deconstruct on the page, we ask students to create spoken word that creates, in sound and fury, a new discourse for a new time. First they write their own stuff, THEN they read the “classic” work, and our subsequent classroom discussions are a dialogue between authors—Antonio from Hunter’s Point and August Wilson from Pittsburgh all choppin’ it up on the same writer’s block.

Does that make sense to you? Young World, your words are JUST as valid, though not necessarily as sculpted, practiced, or crafted as the writers in any library. Besides maturity, a major difference is that those writers are necessarily accountable for their published thoughts. Are you accountable for your spoken dreams? Should you be?

Young World, let me tell you a story:

“. . . so . . . then . . . what happened?” she asked me. “How come I never hear anything positive about Haiti?”

 




February 2004. I am driving down to Palo Alto to teach class at Stanford when she begins to wonder out loud. The questions catch me complicit in my own unraveling. As with most cycles of abuse I am so accustomed to the denigration that I don’t flinch anymore when my antagonist moves to strike. Rather than fists, the assault has been waged with abstract iconography of Haiti’s waking dead. Raft-wrecked refugees. Rampant AIDS. Until now, I haven’t thought to examine the historicity of these social constructs. I’ve accepted Haiti’s place at the bottom of the Caribbean economic and social hierarchy as either transparent manifestation of self-hate or matter of fact. Without immediate access to fact, I reach for poem to allegorically answer my colleague’s questions, to reconcile personal pain, to use the realm of myth as the narrative device through which we present social theory. I commence to make art in order to make sense. In response to my girl’s questions, I use performance to make history. This is my pathway to resistance.


 



A broad force of hip-hop resistance was activated by movements against apartheid, police brutality, and the systemic abandonment of social services spurred on by Reaganomics. Similarly, a new generation of activists is engaged with the Iraqi War, immigrant rights, and the hijacking of civil liberties by the Bush administration. This twenty-year sweep has also brought changes in the mainstream’s handling of hip-hop as a cultural form separating the music from the movement in startling ways. Hip-hop music used to be “the Black CNN.” Now it is only the Black MTV, and probably more accurately, the country’s audio UPN (and UPN is dead). Commercial hip-hop and the monopoly of caricatured imagery on mainstream radio have depoliticized hip-hop music in the public consciousness.

To even speak of “commercial hip-hop” is also to mark a generational difference. In the mid-1980s hip-hop was a marginal form that scared the mainstream. It is now a mainstream form that corporations use to entice and solicit the margin—and everybody else for that matter. A music innocuous enough to sell burgers to old people is not going to rile anyone up to revolt or resist.

In this vacuum, spoken word has emerged as youth culture’s most active and accessible response to verbally engage political consciousness. As a distinct element of hip-hop culture, it is the aesthetic bridge to a reaffirmed free speech. The form and its adherents engender conversation of resistance, spoken in the vernacular of young urban people. Where commercial radio undermines the value of political verse, the poetry of Suheir Hammad, asha bandele, and Ise Lyfe evolves the scale of free speech, changing it to fit the body politic, just like jazz became rock became soul became rap. Spoken word will be spoken untrue only if for some reason, after all this work, the next generation fails to speak for itself.

 



 



Last story, Young World, I promise:

It’s the summer of 2000, Dumb and Dumber are running for president, and Saul’s movie is turning out kids all over America. An ad agency in San Francisco is looking for the newest, latest thing and puts out a call for “spoken-word-sounding” cats to record some dialogue for a radio commercial. Somehow I hear about the audition, I nail it, and me and two other folks from the poetry slam scene do the gig. Man, I’m thinking I just got OVER on these dumb asses! They paid me five hundred dollars (!) to bust some poetry for their dumb-ass product that I’ve never even heard of, and who the hell pays attention to the commercials on the radio ANY WAY, . . . so about two weeks later, I start getting called out. All the community-radio backpackers are apparently listening to Clear Channel on the low. They want to know why I’m selling this whatever-it-is, and did I actually WRITE that shit, ’cuz the poem was hella weak and did they pay me and how much and man did you know that commercial is on like five times an hour and with mumia and gentrification and the lack of real hip-hop on the radio couldn’t I have actually SAID some shit with my twelve seconds and what kind of example was I setting for the kids and daaaaammn five hunnit dolla’s that’s IT you got PLAYED dude and . . . .

 



 



So I can’t front like Rilke wasn’t on to something. His gorgeous ideal of pulling words out from the soul and committing them to the page out of an urgent need to express is phenomenally inspirational. However, I don’t think dude could ever have envisioned a climate like this for performed verse. Why draw motivation from within when so much external incentive abounds? It isn’t far-fetched for a mediocre poet to make a six-figure salary peddling non-confrontational verbal charisma to conferences and colleges, showcasing on cable TV, or writing radio spots for McCulture.

I’ll tell you what, Young World, I can’t tell you what to write or why, but I can suggest what’s at stake and leave it up to you. What if the American populace were better prepared to distinguish passion from zealotry? What if we demanded style to go with the infantile drivel that somehow manages to pass for contemporary political speech? What if these ideals were presented and confirmed in the classroom, the theatre, and in our headphones? What if we operated on the belief that it was critical that young people have opportunities to find, develop, publicly present, and intentionally apply their voices? Like hip-hop, spoken word reflects American diversity and engenders a community of young artists who reach across demographic boundaries toward self-exploration and growth, providing a platform where conflicts are resolved on the page or the stage, rather than on the street. Young World, your work has the power to provoke movement from silence to empowerment based in liberatory pedagogy and youth development. It democratizes a civic population of youth by giving them a platform to speak. Your elders in rhyme challenge you to find your own voice, to work hard to apply it, and to do so responsibly. If you’re not afraid of your own potential, we promise you that we won’t be.  Hey Young World, the word is yours . . .  






Marc Bamuthi Joseph has been a National Poetry Slam champion, Broadway veteran, featured artist on Russell Simmons’s Def Poetry on HBO, and recipient of 2002 and 2004 National Performance Network Creation commissions. His acclaimed evening-length solo work Word Becomes Flesh has toured internationally. He is currently working on Scourge, a reflection on the plight of Haiti in the postcolonial New World, and The Breaks, a meditation on hip-hop. His proudest work has been with the organization Youth Speaks where he mentors thirteen- to nineteen-year-old writers and curates the Living Word Festival for Literary Arts.
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PREFACE

 




As we complete the third decade of what has been termed hip-hop culture,  much has yet to be explored regarding its roots, history, terminology, and essence. Deciphering theories from facts is a gradual, seeming endless process since many resources are scattered, leaving missing links in the chains of history. Nevertheless, it is safe to say that there are authentic facts, proven by sound testimony and evidence, regarding hip-hop history. These truths, unanimously agreed upon by the pioneers of the culture, should constitute the “hip-hop gospel,” whereas the questionable theories should remain as footnotes until proven to be fact.


“Physical Graffiti” is dedicated to the legendary Skeeter Rabbit of the Electric Boogaloos. Rest In Peace.



In order to properly report the history of hip-hop dance forms, one must journey both inside and outside of New York City. Although dance forms associated with hip-hop did develop in New York City, half of them (that is, popping and locking) originated and developed on the West Coast as part of a different cultural movement. Much of the media coverage in the 1980s grouped these dance forms together with New York’s native dance forms (b-boying /b-girling and uprocking), labeling them all “breakdancing.” As a result, the West Coast “funk” culture and movement were overlooked and underrated as the public ignorantly credited hip-hop as the father of the funk dance forms. This is just one example of misinformation that undermines the intricacies of each dance form, as well as their origins and structure. The intent behind the following piece is to explore the past, present, and future of these dance forms and their contributions to the performing arts worldwide.

Note: The facts in this piece were obtained through conversations with and/or public appearances by Boogaloo Sam, Poppin’ Pete, Skeeter Rabbit, Sugar Pop, Don Campbellock, Trac 2, Joe-Joe, King Uprock, DJ Kool Herc, Afrika Bambaataa, and other pioneers. Information was also obtained from various interviews in magazines.

 



In the early 1970s, the unnamed culture known today as hip-hop was forming in New York City’s ghettos. Each element in this culture had its own history and terminology contributing to the development of a cultural movement. The common pulse that gave life to all these elements is rhythm, clearly demonstrated by the beats the DJ selected, the dancers’ movements, the MCs’ rhyme patterns, and the writer’s name or message painted in a flowing, stylized fashion. The culture was identified in the early 1980s when DJ Afrika Bambaataa named the dynamic urban movement “hip-hop.” The words hip-hop were originally used by MCs as part of a scat style of rhyming; for example: “Hip Hop y’all, and ya don’t stop, rock on, till the break of dawn.”

At about the same time, certain slang words also became titles of the dance forms, such as rockin’ and breakin’ used generally to describe actions with great intensity. Just as one could rock the mic and rock the dance floor, one could rock a basketball game or rock some fly gear. The term break also had more than one use in the ’70s. It was often used as a response to an insult or reprimand; for example, “Why are you breakin’ on me?” Break was also the section on a musical recording where the percussive rhythms were most aggressive and hard driving. The dancers anticipated and reacted to these breaks with their most impressive steps and moves.

DJ Kool Herc, originally from Jamaica, is credited with extending these breaks by using two turntables, a mixer, and two of the same records. As DJs could recue these beats from one turntable to the other, finally, the dancers were able to enjoy more than just a few seconds of a break! Kool Herc also coined the terms b-boy and b-girl, which stood for “break boys” and “break girls.” At one of Kool Herc’s jams, he might have addressed the dancers just before playing the break beats by saying, “B-boys, are you ready? B-girls, are  you ready?” The tension started to mount, and the air was thick with anticipation. The b-boys and b-girls knew this was their time to “go off!”

Some of the earliest dancing by b-boy pioneers was done upright, a form that became known as “top rockin’.” Toprockin’s structure and form fuse dance forms and influences from uprocking, tap, lindy hop, James Brown’s “good foot,” salsa, Afro-Cuban, and various African and Native American dances. There’s even a top-rock Charleston step called the “Charlie Rock”! Early influences on b-boying and b-girling also included martial arts films from the 1970s. Certain moves and styles developed from this inspiration.

African slaves introduced Capoeira, a form of self-defense disguised as a dance, to Brazil. This form has some movements that are very similar to certain b-boy and b-girl steps and moves. Unlike the popularity of the martial arts films, Capoeira was not seen in the Bronx jams until the 1990s. Top rockin’ seems to have developed gradually and unintentionally, leaving space for growth and new additions, until it evolved into a codified form.

Although top rockin’ has developed an identifiable structure, there is always space for individual creativity, often expressed through the competitive nature of the dance. The same is true of all dance forms associated with hip-hop and West Coast funk: as long as dancers represent the root forms of the dances, the rest can be colored in with his or her own flavors.

As a result of the highly competitive nature of these dances, it wasn’t long before top rockers extended their repertoire to the ground with “footwork” and “freezes.” For instance, one dancer might start top rocking, then drop to the ground suddenly, going into leg shuffles, then a freeze, before coming to his feet. His opponent might have to do twice as much floorwork or a better freeze to win the battle. The fancy leg movements done on the ground, supported by the arms, were eventually defined as “footwork” or “floor rocking.” In time, an impressive vocabulary of footwork, ground moves, and freezes developed, including the dancers’ most dynamic steps and moves.

Top rockin’ was not replaced with floor rocking; it was added to the dance, and both were key points in the dance’s execution. Many times one could tell who had flavor and finesse just by their top rockin’ before the drop and floor rock. The transition between top and floor rockin’ was also important and became known as the “drop.” Some of these drops were called front swipes, back swipes, dips, and corkscrews. The smoother the drop, the better.

Equally significant was the way dancers moved in and out of a freeze, demonstrating control, power, precision, and, at times, humor. Freezes were usually used to end a series of combinations or to mock and humiliate the opponent. Certain freezes were also named, the two most popular being the  “chair freeze” and the “baby freeze.” The chair freeze became the foundation for various moves because of the potential range of motion a dancer had in this position. The dancer’s hand, forearm, and elbow support the body while allowing free range of movement with the legs and hips. From the chair freeze came the floor trac, back spin with the use of arms, continuous back spin (also known as the windmill), and other moves. These moves pushed the dance in a new direction in the early 1980s, the era of so-called power moves.

The first spins done in b-boying were one-shot head spins originally known as pencils, hand spins originally known as floats, knee spins, and butt spins. The first back spin came from a butt spin. Once a dancer gained momentum on his butt he could lie back and spin into a freeze. The next phase of back spin came from a squatted position, tucking the arm and shoulder under the body onto the floor, then rolling onto the back and spinning. This spin developed from the neck move (a move in which the dancer rolls from one shoulder to the other). Finally, the backspin, from the foundation of a chair freeze, was developed.


Power moves is a debatable term since it is questionable which movement requires more power: footwork and freezes or spins and gymnastics. One notable point introduced by B-Boy Ken Swift is that spins are fueled by momentum and balance, which require less muscular strength than footwork and freezes. The laws of physics prove this to be true: spins require speed, and speed creates momentum. The advent of power moves brought about a series of spins that became the main focus of the media and the younger generations of dancers. The true essence of the dance was slowly overshadowed by an overabundance of spins and acrobatics that didn’t necessarily follow a beat or rhythm. The pioneers didn’t separate the “power moves” from the rest of the dance form. They were b-boys who simply accented their performance with incredible moves to the beat of the music.

In the late 1960s and early ’70s, dancers from Brooklyn played a major role in the creation and development of another dance form in hip-hop culture known as rocking. Eventually, this dance became known as uprocking. Inspired by similar or the same break beats used by b-boys and b-girls, this dance was more confrontational. Typically, two opponents faced each other and engaged in a “war dance” consisting of a series of steps, jerks, and the miming of weapons drawn against each other. There were also the “Apache Lines” where one crew stood in a line facing an opposing crew and challenged each other simultaneously. This structure was different from b-boying/b-girling since dancers in b-boy/b-girl battles took turns dancing, while uprocking was done with partners. Uprocking was also done to records played from  beginning to end. In Brooklyn, DJs played the whole song and not cut break beats. This allowed the uprockers to react to the song in its entirety, responding to the lyrics, musical changes, and breaks.

Just as power moves became the focus of b-boying/b-girling, one particular movement known as “jerking” became the highlight of uprocking. Jerking is a movement that is used in direct battles, typically repeated throughout the break of the record. Today, uprocking consists almost entirely of jerking; the original form has been all but forgotten by the younger generation.

Uprocking also depended on quick wit, humor, and finesse as opponents attempted to humiliate each other. Winning meant displaying the swiftest steps, being receptive to the rhythms and counterrhythms of the music and the opponent, and catching the opponent off guard with mimed assaults, humor, and endurance. Uprocking consisted of quick arm and leg movements, turns, jumps, drops, and freezes. This dance was similar in spirit to b-boying /b-girling, yet different in form. Some practitioners believe top rockin’s first inspiration came from uprocking. The two forms developed simultaneously from similar inspirations yet kept their own identities.

The West Coast was also engaged in a cultural movement throughout the 1970s. This scene was nourished by soul, R&B, and funk music at outdoor functions and discotheques.

In Los Angeles, California, Don Campbell, also known as Don Campbellock, originated the dance form “locking.” Trying to imitate a local dance called the “funky chicken,” Campbell added an effect of locking of the joints of his arms and body that became known as his signature dance. He then formed a group named “The Lockers,” who all eventually shared in the development of this dance. The steps and moves created by these pioneers were named and cataloged. Some of them include the lock, points, skeeters, scooby doos, stop ’n go, which-away, and the fancies. Certain members of The Lockers incorporated flips, tucks, dives, and other aerial moves reminiscent of the legendary Nicholas Brothers. The main structure of the dance combined sharp, linear limb extensions and elastic-like movement.

The “lock” is a specific movement that glues together combinations of steps and moves similar to a freeze or a sudden pause. Combinations can consist of a series of points done by extending the arms and pointing in different directions. Dancers combined fancy step patterns with the legs and moves done in various sequences. The Lockers also jumped into half splits, knee drops, and butt drops and used patterns that would take them down to the ground and back up to their feet. This dance gained much of its popularity through The Lockers’ various televised performances, which included The  Tonight Show, The Dick Van Dyke Show, The Carol Burnett Show, and Saturday Night Live.


In 1976, the Electronic Boogaloo Lockers was formed in Fresno, California, by Sam “Boogaloo Sam” Solomon, Nate “Slide” Johnson, and Joe “Slim” Thomas. Since the group’s inception, Sam has continued to recruit and help each member master his individual form. Some of Sam’s early inspirations were Chubby Checker’s “Twist,” a James Brown dance called “The Popcorn,” “The Jerk,” cartoon animation, and the idiosyncrasies of everyday people. From these many influences, Sam combined incredible steps and moves, conceiving a dance form that he named “Boogaloo.” This form includes isolated sharp angles, hip rotations, and the use of every part of the body. Sam’s brother, Timothy “Poppin’ Pete” Solomon, described Boogaloo as a dance that was done by moving the body continuously in different directions.

He also compared the body to a musical instrument in which the movement was as varied as the notes. Originally, “popping” was a term used to describe a sudden muscle contraction executed with the triceps, forearms, neck, chest, and legs. These contractions accented the dancer’s movements, causing a quick, jolting effect. Sam’s creation, popping, also became known as the unauthorized umbrella title to various forms within the dance, past and present. Some of these forms include Boogaloo, strut, dime stop, wave, tick, twisto-flex, and slides. The transitions between steps, forms, and moves were fluid, unpredictable, and precise, and delivered with character and finesse. Various forms were clearly showcased throughout the dancer’s solos and group routines. Eventually, popping was also misrepresented and lost its purity, as younger generations strayed from its original forms.

The titles “Electric Boogie” and “Boogie” were given, in ignorance, to the dance, in New York, after the Lockers and Electric Boogaloos performed on the television program Soul Train. Unaware of the dance’s history, New Yorkers attempted to name the dance after The Electric Boogaloos (derived from The Electronic Boogaloo Lockers).

Dancers in Los Angeles also distorted the name by calling it “pop-locking,” while in France it was called “The Smurf.” Elements of pantomime were merged with the dance, diluting its original essence. Miming creates illusions of the body without a rhythmic structure, whereas popping and Boogaloo create movement synchronized to rhythmic patterns. Most of the time, this fusion was done unsuccessfully since one would stray from the beat of the music.

Other townships in central California are credited with creating original forms of dance as well. Each region was identified by its style: San Jose was  known for “flying tuts” and “dime stopping;” San Francisco had the “Chinese strut;” “Fillmore strutting” originated, obviously, in the Fillmore neighborhood. Oakland became known for “Frankenstein hitting” and “snake hitting.” East Palo Alto was also known for “snake hitting.” “Roboting” and “bopping” were popularized in Richmond. Sacramento had its own dances called “oak parking,” “bustin’,” and “sac”-ing (pronounced “sacking”). Dime stopping, strutting, and hitting all predate popping and have their own histories within the West Coast funk movement. In summary, all of these dance styles have contributed to the evolution of phenomenal forms of expression.

A connection between the East and West Coast movements is certain records that are danced to by b-boys/b-girls, uprockers, and lockers. One example is “Scorpio” by Dennis Coffey and the Detroit Guitar Band. For the most part, each dance form had a different musical influence, dress code, and terminology (all of which were mismatched and misrepresented during the 1980s media coverage of these dance forms).

As relatively new dance forms, b-boying/b-girling, uprocking, locking, and popping are rarely seen in a theatrical setting. They are usually performed in music videos, commercials, or films for just a few seconds, revealing very little of their full potential. In many cases, the filming of these dances has been poor, capturing only part of the body, taking away from the full impact of the steps, moves, and illusions. The film editing of these dances also deprives the audience of transitions and composition, since the editors are usually unfamiliar with the structures of the dance forms. Proper consultation with the dancers concerning filming and editing can remedy this recurring problem.

Another challenge related to the commercialization of the dance forms is the loss of spontaneous performance. In a cipher, the circular dance space that forms naturally once the dancing begins, the dancers can direct their performance in various directions, uninhibited and free from all counts and cues. This freedom is the key to creativity since the dancer is constantly challenged with variations in music, an undefined dance space, and potential opponents among the audience. The transition from cipher to stage has had its effects on the dancers and their craft.

What were once improvisational forms of expression with spontaneous vocabulary became choreography in a staged setting. A stage performance creates boundaries and can restrict the free-flowing process of improvisation. The dancers are challenged in a different way. Nailing cues and choreography become the objectives.

Another major difference between the original dance forms and staged versions is the positioning of the audience, since most traditional theatres have  the audience facing the stage in one direction. Having to entertain an audience in one general location requires the dancer or choreographer to consciously space the performance, allowing the best viewing of the dance. In order to preserve the true essence and dynamics of these dance forms, they should exist as a social and cultural reality celebrated in their natural environments, that is, at jams, events, clubs, and so on. Theatrical film and video productions can be used as vehicles for their preservation as long as the essence of the form isn’t compromised and diluted in the process.

The same concern applies to the story lines and scripts pertaining to the dances’ forms and history. The mixing and blending of popping, locking, b-boying /b-girling, and uprocking into one form destroy their individual structures. Unfortunately, the younger generations of dancers either haven’t made enough effort to learn each dance form properly or lack the resources to do so. However, the outcome is the same: hybrid dances with unclear form and structure.

In addition, each of the dance forms is performed best with its appropriate musical influences. Intermixing dance forms and their musical forms dissolves their structures and ultimately destroys their identities. Dancing on beat is most important. Riding the rhythm makes the difference between dance and unstructured movement. The formula is simple: submission to the music, allowing it to guide and direct, equals dancing.

Finally, the best way to preserve the dances is by learning from the earliest available sources or a devoted practitioner of the forms. The pioneers of these dance forms hold the key to the history and intentions of the movement. They remain the highest authorities, regardless of other opinions or assumptions.

Unraveling the history of locking, popping, b-boying/b-girling, and uprocking takes us toward a true understanding of their essence and significance in the world today. Many other genres of dance have borrowed without giving credit to their rightful owners. We hope we will see the day when these dances are clearly distinguished and given their due respect. Every so often, the dance world is introduced to innovations that revolutionize the arts. The hip-hop and West Coast funk movements have succeeded in replenishing the world with new, exciting dance forms that entertain and change the lives of many people worldwide. 






Jorge “POPMASTER FABEL” Pabon was born and raised in Spanish Harlem, NYC, where, at an early age, he developed his dance and choreography career at  hip-hop jams and clubs throughout the city. His pioneering individuality has been showcased internationally since 1982. Fabel is senior vice president of the Rock Steady Crew and also cofounder of GhettOriginal Productions, Inc. With GhettOriginal, Fabel coauthored, codirected, and cochoreographed the first two hip-hop musicals ever, So! What Happens Now? and Jam on the Groove. He was a featured dancer in the movie Beat Street. Fabel gives lectures, demonstrations, and master classes and participates in outreach programs and conferences internationally. He is a historian of and activist within hip-hop culture. Contact Fabel at FabelRSC@aol.com.
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Without battling, b-boying itself would not exist. Every aspect of the dance was created for competition, and every move is judged according to its effectiveness as a weapon. Through battle, b-boys and b-girls learn to use humble discipline as a foundation for arrogant creativity. They transform precision and finesse into symbols of raw aggression. They attack without mercy yet still see their opponents as distinct and valuable human beings. Ultimately, battling teaches its disciples how to use style to reconcile opposing forces, a skill that may well be at the heart of hip-hop itself. It is certainly the reason Luis “Alien Ness” Martinez can simultaneously be one of b-boying’s most vicious warriors and also one of its most respected diplomats.

A former member of both the New York City Breakers and the Rock Steady Crew, Alien Ness has studied the theory and practice of b-boying with its finest teachers, including Buck 4, Mr. Freeze, Trac 2, Action, Icey Ice, POPMASTER FABEL, Crazy Legs, and Mr. Wiggles, as well as—“mentality-wise”—Flex 4, Ken Swift, Zip, and Papo Love. Now, after a quarter century of commitment to the art form, he is the president of the Zulu Kings, the b-boy division of the Universal Zulu Nation. It is a role he takes seriously, spending his time traveling the world developing Zulu Kings chapters from Australia to Japan to France, mentoring younger b-boys and b-girls, researching and teaching b-boy history and—always—battling. For Ness, the battle is everything: a method of conflict resolution, a work of art, a teaching tool, even a personal catharsis. “The day that I can’t battle anymore,” he says, “I’m gonna be a miserable person.”

Sitting in his apartment overlooking Marcus Garvey Park in Harlem on a cold February afternoon, Alien Ness discussed his battle philosophy, punctuating each of his opinions with a brief demonstration, a hearty laugh, or both. He began by talking about the Octagon, a series of battles he has organized in which b-boys are disqualified for stepping outside the perimeter of a seven-foot octagon.

 



NESS: The Octagon came across originally when one night I was hanging out with Lil Lep [of the New York City Breakers]. And I was like, “When you gonna train me?”

And he’s like, “I’ll start training you right now!” And he pointed at the box in the sidewalk. He’s like “Get in that box and do a set from beginning to end.” He was like “Give me about thirty seconds worth of footwork.” Thirty seconds doesn’t sound like nothin’, but if you break, going down for thirty seconds, you’ll know what I mean. I drill my students thirty seconds.

And I did it, and I would hear him go, “Uh-uh. You messed up!”

And I be like, “What you mean?”

“You stepped out the box.”

. . . Then he went on and telling me stories on how back in his days, you had venues that might’ve had a capacity of a hundred people? They’d fit in  two hundred people. So when the break came in, you was fighting for space, and God forbid you stepped on somebody’s shoes, or kicked somebody. So you needed control.

And that was one thing that I used to always look at when I used to judge battles. I’d be like—you know these people are going crazy for this one person—and I’m like “he lost.” And everybody look at me like I’m crazy. I’m like “he can’t even control his own moves.” Part of mastering is controlling. If you can’t control your own moves at any given point, you’re worthless. You’re just doing moves. . . . To me, control was a big thing . . . .

But, between us, it goes way beyond the Octagon. . . . Sometimes it’s hard for me to express certain things, so I like to use things that’s already commonly known. And apply ’em. Like now I have my five elements, which I got from the I Ching, but I use it in b-boying. And I apply b-boy philosophies.

 



JOE: You mean like earth, air . . . .

 



NESS: You got fire, earth, air, water, and ether. Ether’s what holds everything together in existence. If there’s no ether, our molecules would be breaking apart.  But fire’s your intensity. Your heat. How you come into the dance. Then you got earth, which is all your ground moves. Back rocks, body rolls, footwork. All that stuff, that’s earth. Air is all your air moves, including swipes. Swipes, flips, air flares, windmills—those are all your air moves—that’s Air. Water is your flow. Trying to keep everything in one consistent motion. ’Cause too many people are stuck with, “step one, step two, step three, step four,” and there’s no flow in it. And of course ether’s what holds everything together: that’s the rhythm.

So now I judge battles like that. I’m like, “OK, he’s got water, he’s got air, he’s got a little bit of fire, but he’s got no ether.” . . . I break it down like that—it’s real easy. I think different. Between the I Ching and Bruce Lee’s Tao of Jeet Kun Do, basically I base all my b-boying on all that.

 



JOE: Really?

 



NESS: Yeah. If you read the Tao of Jeet Kun Do, it applies to b-boying. Easy.  Easy. He talks about rhythm, broken rhythm, the importance of footwork, the importance of foundation. You know? In competition or in combat, the need—or not the need—of all this flashy stuff that all these other martial arts are made of.

 



JOE: Right, ’cause he was very straightforward with all of his stuff. . . .

 



NESS: Right, so I do the same thing. You’ve seen my battle style? I don’t do no moves! Everything is more straightforward. It’s more about me bringing you into my run than me doing a run showing off moves. I don’t show off moves in a battle. I do that onstage. You want me to show off moves? Pay me! You want me to battle? I’m gonna battle you the way a battle should be. And a battle should be personal.

Fire, to me, is important. I think it’s wack that people are winning battles and don’t even look at their opponent. They’re coming out like this: toprocking looking down. And breaking looking down. And doing freezes, and the crowd’s going “Oh! Oh! Oh!” and meanwhile you got a guy who might not be good as him, but he’s coming in like this, looking at homeboy dead in the grill. And, man, I talk so much crap in a battle. See, that’s all part of the game, though. That’s all part of the game: the mental aspect. The trash talking. All that is part of the game. Whoever says it ain’t don’t know what this game is about. It’s all part of the game. I would rather see someone going at somebody than doing a million dope moves. . . .
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