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INTRODUCTION


In 2016, I went missing. It was a dramatic ordeal; for thirty-six hours, my family members and friends around the country scrambled to locate me.


I was found at a hospital in the Bronx, New York—the birthplace of hip-hop. Really, it was quite fitting. At that time, hip-hop was the only thing holding me together. I was experiencing crisis after crisis, from my love life to my family life to my professional life. Those compounded factors eventually triggered my first bipolar manic episode, which was characterized by otherworldly delusions and grandiose thoughts.


A considerable portion of my actions in a manic state revolve around rappers and the music they create. I become obsessed with every element of a song, production to lyrics, mixing to ad libs. With heightened senses, I rapturously listen to each note and bar, convinced there are hidden messages living within albums I’ve long been familiar with. To keep it a buck, it’s an incredibly trippy experience.


Mental illness aside, hip-hop has been a healing salve for me my entire life. And I know from countless conversations with artists, producers, casual listeners, and stans that it is the same for many others. For the people who make it, hip-hop is a necessary creative outlet that can provide an avenue toward a better life. For the people who consume it, the genre illuminates the different experiences we have, while also reflecting the similar ways we move through life as a people.


Hip-hop is the artistic lifeblood of this country. It drives so much of what we do, and how we choose to interact. It’s constantly evolving, and it, in turn, forces us to evolve with it. Every era matters. Every MC who’s picked up a microphone matters, and every DJ who’s stepped behind a set of turntables matters. From the very beginning to the present, lyrical introspection to primal emotion, it’s a necessary conduit for social change.


I put this book together because hip-hop deserves its flowers. The major factors that I considered when assembling this collection of projects are: how an album shifted the culture (fashion, philosophy, and beyond), both in real time and across time; how an album influenced other musicians, from a peer standpoint as well as successors; and how an album altered the trajectory of hip-hop as we know it. This list doesn’t come close to including all of the albums that have made an impact on hip-hop, but it does pay significant respect to the movements that have touched the lives of rap fans everywhere, thus far.


The artists who crafted these seminal works are kinfolk, in my eyes. They’re my father figures, my aunties, my cousins. I come from a small but fiercely loving family, and this genre fleshed out the blank spaces of my life that I didn’t realize needed to be filled in. Hip-hop has been there for me in the most bleak times, and during my most euphoric moments. If you’re reading this book, I can only assume this beautiful art form has substantially affected you, too.
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THE 
1970s


As is the case with many of humanity’s great inventions, hip-hop was born out of a gargantuan need for significant change. Conditions in the genre’s birthplace—the South Bronx, New York—were the epitome of dire. City officials cut funding for programs and services that would have helped those who needed it most, from education to the arts. Employment opportunities were scarce, and welfare simply wasn’t enough, leading to muggings and even killings. On top of that, neglectful landlords ignored property issues until their buildings were so far gone they couldn’t be repaired. Many of these buildings went up in flames, leaving neighborhoods devastated as if they were war zones.


In the midst of such a harsh era, a bit of levity was needed. A Jamaican American DJ named Clive Campbell, a.k.a. Kool Herc, stitched together the blueprint of hip-hop on August 11, 1973, at a Back to School Jam held at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue in the Bronx. In that building’s rec room, which held no more than forty to fifty people, Kool Herc spun underground funk records by artists like James Brown and Jimmy Castor. At this time, disco reigned supreme, so Herc’s decision to not adhere to what many NYC DJs were playing made his sets especially distinct.


Kool Herc, who was raised in Jamaica until his preteen years, was accustomed to the booming sound systems he heard growing up and adapted his own version for his uptown parties. He also used two turntables, similar to veteran Pete DJ Jones, which allowed him to spin two copies of the same record; this was important for a number of reasons. Herc, a highly attuned DJ, noticed that his crowd of dancers would lose their shit (in a good way) during a specific section of the songs he played, which is now known as the break. This part of the song happens when the vocals that typically populate a song fall out and a heavy percussion break ensues. It’s a short moment driven by drums, snares, and bass, but it was the moment that many partygoers anticipated.


With this in mind, Kool Herc set about extending the break, using a method he called the Merry-Go-Round. This technique, which Herc initially introduced in 1972, would set the foundation for hip-hop as we know it today. By switching from break to break, and back again, he was able to make his crowds go wild and get down like they had never before. He gave these dancers a name: “break-boys” and “break-girls”—or b-boys and b-girls. Drawing on his Jamaican roots, Herc would engage in “toasting,” or speaking over the beats, hyping up his makeshift congregation. He was assisted by Coke La Rock, an early MC whose improvisational mic skills proved to be as advantageous as they were influential.


An entire culture came into fruition out of a pure love for urban life and the experiences of Black and brown people, even if many of those people were economically repressed. Other DJs like Grandmaster Flash, a young, technical-minded musician, pushed Herc’s developments further. Flash found ample success with his own crew, the Furious Five. Altogether, they were one of the first groups to incorporate DJing and a performative set by MCs, a full-on concert on an actual stage. “That changed the dynamics of hip-hop from being a DJ-oriented culture to where the rapper is the dominant part of hip-hop,” Melle Mel explained in the Netflix show Hip-Hop Evolution.


Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five eventually went on a world tour, leaving a vacant space for the top crew in NYC. Enter Grandmaster Caz and Grand Wizzard Theodore, who led the Cold Crush Brothers and the Fantastic (Romantic) Five, respectively. Through these crews, who battled fiercely, and many others, MCing began to take shape. But its very beginnings can be traced back to several sources of influence, including the vocal stylings of local radio DJs like Frankie Crocker, who smoothly rhymed over music, without paying much attention to the beat. DJ Hollywood would take this a step further and actually place his rhythmic speeches on beat, entertaining and enthralling crowds in discotheques. But b-boys and b-girls weren’t exactly welcome in these upscale locations, so they, along with other DJs and MCs, as well as graffiti artists, created their own haven in the Bronx.


By the late 1970s, the music market was saturated with creatives who wanted to push hip-hop culture into the stratosphere. One of those people was Harlem’s Sylvia Robinson, cofounder and CEO of Sugar Hill Records. After seeing MC Lovebug Starski rapping over records and engaging with the audience at club Harlem World in the summer of 1979, Robinson attempted to recruit him to record on wax. Things didn’t pan out with Starski, but Robinson was undeterred, despite the fact that most burgeoning hip-hop artists believed the art form was best suited for live experiences. “A spirit said to me, ‘Put a concept like that on a record and it will be the biggest thing you ever had,’” she told Vanity Fair in 2005.


Robinson wound up stumbling upon Big Bank Hank, a pizza-shop employee, and two other kids who dabbled in rapping, Wonder Mike and Master Gee. All of the artists were from Englewood, New Jersey, which might as well have been a world away from the Bronx origins of hip-hop. But that didn’t stop anyone from jamming. Over an interpolation of Chic’s 1979 number-one single, “Good Times,” the trio, christened the Sugarhill Gang, rapped for nearly fifteen minutes, passing the mic back and forth in a way that sounded like a neighborhood park jam. The result was “Rapper’s Delight,” deemed the first commercial hip-hop record. As soon as it hit the airwaves, the song was an instant hit.


But there are a couple of controversies here: First, Sylvia Robinson did not originally credit Chic for her remaking of their chart-topping song, leading to a copyright infringement lawsuit. Second, Big Bank Hank borrowed liberally from Grandmaster Caz’s party raps without permission, a huge no-no in the community. And finally, there was a wholly original hip-hop song that came out months before “Rapper’s Delight”—the Fatback Band’s funky, rhyme-driven “King Tim III (Personality Jock).”


With these disputes in mind, “Rapper’s Delight” was still an unstoppable hit. It became the highest-selling twelve-inch single of all time, at the time, and led to the Sugarhill Gang touring internationally and receiving multiple accolades down the line. After the undeniable success of the single, other hip-hop pioneers recognized the value of laying down records and brought their authentic, raw energy to audiences far and wide.


Hip-hop was alive and thriving in the ’70s, but the culture was one that belonged to the streets, parks, and other public places where people gathered. The streets were where the genre emerged, and where it planted roots. But as hip-hop grew and kept growing, things would soon change.
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THE 
1980s


After about a decade of churning and changing, hip-hop reached its golden age in the mid-1980s. This era was characterized by artists who released albums and songs that had a distinct message: whether it was New York–based Public Enemy railing hard against political and socioeconomic issues plaguing the Black community or Oakland-bred Too Short rapping about the misadventures of his sex life (and others’).


The subject matter varied from act to act, but the driving factor behind each release was to share an exclusive slice of life with the world, in the hopes of relating to communities both nearby and far-flung. When Boogie Down Productions put words to wax, describing the difficulties of coming up in the South Bronx, it was a form of protest that could be understood by anyone of any background. This creative approach was both a reflection of songs like Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s “The Message” and a significant change of pace. By the mid-’80s, there was no room for niceties—there were real issues at hand, and hip-hop became the channel for up-and-coming artists to make clear their grievances.


But hip-hop during this decade wasn’t all serious. Rhymers like LL Cool J were in the genre for the sport of it, and women MCs like Salt-N-Pepa arrived with swagger, letting the world know that rapping was fair game for everyone. Eclectic groups like De La Soul injected a conscious yet breezy perspective into the industry, a welcomed alternative to hard-core cliques like N.W.A.


Hip-hop had such a grip on the culture by now that other media outlets started paying attention. In 1988, Yo! MTV Raps sprang forth, a groundbreaking television program that was solely dedicated to promoting hip-hop. The insatiably curious Fab 5 Freddy, and later the comedic tag team of Ed Lover and Doctor Dré (not to be confused with Dr. Dre), brought a lively energy as hosts of the show, which itself was plugged into the cultural adaptations that were taking place around this relatively new musical innovation. By 1989, BET’s Rap City cropped up as an alternate option for those searching for both mainstream and underground hip-hop via television.


New Jack Swing, a subgenre of hip-hop that was popularized by Teddy Riley in the mid- to late ’80s, was also indicative of hip-hop’s expansive potential. This style of music incorporated R&B and pop elements with big, bombastic beats that were usually reserved for rap, effectively bridging the gap between the hardened grit of the streets and affectionate experiences relayed by soulful vocalists.


Style during this time was a huge force in shaping the way hip-hop was perceived. Bold gold jewelry, athletic wear and sneakers, and instantly recognizable hairstyles ranging from men’s flattops to women’s asymmetrical bobs were the flavor of the era. The ’80s were Black culture’s moment to pave its own path. Nowhere was that more clear than hip-hop, a genre that understood its very potential and embedded itself into society as it was.
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KURTIS BLOW



KURTIS BLOW


1980


Kurtis Blow’s self-titled debut was the kindling hip-hop needed to catch fire. Blow himself was the first rapper to sign a major-label deal, and his lively, good-humored project took all of the raw elements of hip-hop, which had existed for nearly a decade, and brought them into a studio setting. His dedication to pushing the genre from a fad to a permanent fixture is palpable on his first effort.


Enamored with hip-hop since its inception, Kurtis Blow was a true student of the culture. Born Kurtis Walker in 1959 and raised in Harlem, New York, Blow first became entwined in the genre’s core elements as a break-dancer, before shifting gears and becoming a block-party and club DJ, spinning under the name Kool DJ Kurt. In the mid-1970s, Blow attended City College of New York, where he majored in communications and worked as the program director for the school’s radio station.


After the 1979 release of “Rapper’s Delight,” it became apparent that hip-hop was more than just a flash-in-the-pan moment: it was something that could be captured and shared across the globe. At nineteen years old, Kurtis Blow joined forces with Robert “Rocky” Ford and J. B. Moore, two writers for Billboard who had covered hip-hop for the magazine in recent years. Blow, a fan of James Brown and Chic, decided that he wanted his sound to be a mix of the two acts. With the hands-on assistance of Ford and Moore, plus bass player/producer Larry Smith and classical pianist/arranger Denzil Miller, Blow went to work creating his, and really hip-hop’s, landmark album.


It all started with “Christmas Rappin’,” which was released in time for the 1979 holiday season. Blow and Co. wanted to create a song that would have a long-lasting shelf life, something that would be revived on a regular basis, like Nat King Cole’s classic “The Christmas Song.” Upon completing the single, Ford shopped “Christmas Rappin’” around, ultimately hitting twenty-two different labels. One of those labels, Mercury/Polygram Records based in London, saw Blow’s potential and signed him to a twelve-inch deal with stipulations: if “Christmas Rappin’” was successful (which it was), he could release another single, and if that one was also successful, then he could work on a whole album.


Well, friends, that second single was a little song called “The Breaks,” one of the most celebrated hip-hop songs in the history of the genre. “The concept was created as a tribute to all the breakers in and around the South Bronx and Harlem back in the early days of hip-hop,” Blow explained during a 2003 inter-view with Songfacts. “I wanted to do a tribute song with many breaks so that the breakers could get down and do their thing, because that was the whole thing about b-boying during that time: We danced during the breaks of a song. That was our time to go off or to do our best moves, and I wanted to make a song like that.”


“The Breaks” sold 840,000 copies, making it the first certified-gold rap song. In addition to its commercial success, the song served as an authentic representation for the real hip-hoppers who actually came up in the culture.


On top of the history-making “Breaks,” Kurtis Blow had many first accomplishments. Blow and his team knew early on that hip-hop was capable of being molded in multiple directions, so they experimented without restraints. “Way Out West” incorporates country-western sonic elements, an approach that would be experimented with decades later by artists like Lil Nas X. Meanwhile, “Takin’ Care of Business” was Blow’s hip-hop cover of the 1974 song of the same name by Canadian rock group Bachman-Turner Overdrive. But the influence doesn’t just flow from other artists into Blow’s repertoire: his song “Hard Times,” a socially conscious record, would end up being covered in 1983 by Run-D.M.C. And the croon-filled “All I Want in This World (Is to Find That Girl)” went on to inspire LL Cool J’s definitive rap ballad, 1987’s “I Need Love.”


Kurtis Blow provided a blueprint for the format of hip-hop that we know and love today. The different styles of rap that Blow explored, as well as the cross-genre influences he tinkered with, gave his successors room to move freely and cre-atively. While he would become a respectable producer later in his career, Kurtis Blow was the first solo MC of the recording era. His commitment to spoken word and rhythm pushed hip-hop to new heights; the rap game, even in its infancy, would never be the same.
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THE MESSAGE



GRANDMASTER FLASH AND THE FURIOUS FIVE


1982


On their 1980 breakthrough song “Freedom,” Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five brought the energy of parties and park jams to wax. It was a form of escapism that only hip-hop could provide, complete with a chattering crowd, call-and-response, and an overall convivial atmosphere. With its debut album, The Message, the crew built upon that spirited energy, while simultaneously using the project to address the pressing issues that were greatly impacting their inner-city communities.


The collective—composed of DJ Grandmaster Flash and MCs Keef Cowboy, Melle Mel, the Kidd Creole, Scorpio/Mr. Ness, and Rahiem—came together in the late ’70s in the Bronx, New York.


Grandmaster Flash, the de facto leader of the group, was obsessed with electronics from a young age, taking appliances apart and putting them back together again for the sake of self-education. This eventually came in handy when he enhanced his own music equipment by scavenging for parts and reconstructing the materials. A fan of hip-hop since its inception, Grandmaster Flash saw various ways the aural aspects of the genre could be improved. He developed the quick-mix theory, which allowed him to indefinitely extend the popular drum breaks of records, and the clock theory, which helped Flash to time his records so they would hit at the exact moments he intended.


After perfecting the methods that were passed down to him, and introducing new techniques to the turntable world, including his animated style of spinning, Grandmaster Flash began DJing at the neighborhood park. It wasn’t long before he met his first MC, Keef Cowboy, who was a guru at engaging in crowd participation, an area Flash needed assistance with. Next came the brothers Melle Mel and Kidd Creole, who experimented with fully assembled, interwoven verses that actually landed on beat, an approach that would impact the genre for decades to come. Scorpio/Mr. Ness, a longtime associate of the crew, joined shortly after, as did Rahiem, who switched cliques from friendly rival group the Funky 4 + 1 over to the final lineup of Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five.


The group had a brief stint with the Harlem-based label Enjoy Records, but it wasn’t until they signed with Sugar Hill Records that they scored certified hits: the aforementioned “Freedom” and 1981’s “The Birthday Party,” a song that is as fun as the name makes it sound. By 1982, Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five released their debut album, The Message.


“She’s Fresh,” the opening track, features bright horns and layered, funky vocals that project wholesome messaging (at one point, the MCs ask listeners/party participants to jump up and down and say “I love my mother!”). Its block-party vibes are reminiscent of the group’s early singles, but it sounds just a tad bit more polished and refined. The stand-out cut “It’s Nasty” is an early example of well-executed sampling, as it borrows liberally from Tom Tom Club’s 1981 song “Genius of Love,” the same sample used in Mariah Carey’s 1995 hit “Fantasy,” and subsequently Latto’s 2021 single “Big Energy.”


The album is hip-hop through and through, yet there are touches of pop, soul, and gospel that color certain songs, reflecting the landscape of what was sonically dominant at the time. “Dreamin’,” an outright dedication to Stevie Wonder, is more rhythm & blues than anything, while the piano-laden “You Are” sees the group worshipping a higher power.


Grandmaster Flash shows up and shows out on “The Adventures of Grandmaster Flash on the Wheels of Steel,” a song that features him cutting, scratching, and mixing songs like Chic’s “Good Times” and Blondie’s “Rapture,” his entire set recorded live. The transitions are immaculate, and Flash’s turntable skills are mind-blowingly impressive, given the tools he had at his disposal at the time.


The title track homes in on socioeconomic and political factors contributing to strife in the Black community, including inflation, strikes, poor education, and the prison


industry. It was primarily written by Sugar Hill affiliate Duke Bootee, who, along with Melle Mel, performed the song. “The Message”—particularly, the production handled by Jiggs Chase—has seen many lives, many iterations, from the original to the remix of Ice Cube’s 1993 song “Check Yo Self” to 1997’s “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down” by Puff Daddy. It may not have had the same celebratory feel as other songs from Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, and the entire crew’s fingerprints might not be on it, but it’s by far the most influential song on the album, because of what it represents.


“It wasn’t necessarily an ‘urban’ song,” Melle Mel said in a 2013 interview with Uncut magazine. “It wasn’t necessarily even a hip-hop song. People compared it with Bob Dylan, with Stevie Wonder’s ‘Living For The City,’ with The Temptations’ ‘Masterpiece.’ Great songs with the same bloodline. It was bigger than Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. It was bigger than hip-hop. It was everybody’s song.”


In 2002, two decades after the song’s release, the Library of Congress archived “The Message” in its National Recording Registry. The song was also critically acclaimed, with Rolling Stone naming it the best hip-hop record of all time in 2017. Additionally, Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five were the first rap group to be inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, in 2007. Their kinetic energy, combined with inventive interpretations of what was creatively possible, kick-started a genre that was in need of direction and sustainability.


[“THE MESSAGE”] WAS BIGGER THAN GRANDMASTER FLASH AND THE FURIOUS FIVE. IT WAS BIGGER THAN HIP-HOP. IT WAS EVERYBODY’S SONG.















RUN-D.M.C.



RUN-D.M.C.


1984


Depending on your perspective, and which direction you’re looking from, Run-D.M.C. can be viewed as new-school or old-school hip-hop. If we start at the beginning, though, it’s clear that the group was a highly innovative, driving force behind a new generation of rap. On their debut self-titled album, Run-D.M.C. mixed a hard-core delivery with thinly dispersed drum beats, a stark contrast against the lighthearted, amorphous party raps that wormed their way out of neighborhood shindigs and park jams in the ’70s and early ’80s.


Formed in 1982 in the Hollis neighborhood of Queens, New York, the group is composed of rappers Joseph “Run” Simmons and Darryl “D.M.C.” McDaniels as well as DJ Jason “Jam Master Jay” Mizell. Run began rapping at age twelve, billing himself as “the Son of Kurtis Blow,” which led to a short-lived touring opportunity with the hip-hop pioneer. While Run was on the road, D.M.C. was at home, refining his mixing skills on cassette. When the pair reunited, one would rap while the other DJed, and then they’d switch places, perfecting their abilities in both areas.


Run and D.M.C. graduated high school and went on to separate colleges, but rejoined forces when Run needed help completing the A-side of the group’s eventual breakthrough double-single, “It’s Like That” / “Sucker M.C.’s.” After polishing “It’s Like That,” and teaming up with Jam Master Jay, Run-D.M.C. began performing short sets that gave them an opportunity to fine-tune their onstage presence. These gigs also helped introduce their sound to new audiences who were ready for a fresh take on hip-hop.


“Before us, rap records was corny,” Jam Master Jay candidly reflected in a 1986 interview with Spin magazine. “Everything was soft. Nobody made no hard beat records. Everybody just wanted to sing, but they didn’t know how to sing, so they’ll just rap on the record. There was no real meaning to a rapper.” Run agreed: “None of them was hard-hitting street jams,” he said. “We came and got ill. There it is.”


With their self-titled debut, Run-D.M.C. latched on to the absolute fundamentals of rapping and added their own flavor to the art form. The album itself is made up of evocative, minimalist beats, courtesy of producer Larry Smith, and the MCs’ tough-as-nails rhymes. The group effectively brought street life to records, a dynamic that had never been experimented with before.


“It’s Like That” sees Run and D.M.C. addressing timeless issues like poverty, unemployment, and inflation, while also balancing their thoughts on existentialism. But it’s “Sucker M.C.’s” that truly shook the table and disrupted hip-hop as we knew it. Run-D.M.C. brought the energy of b-boying to wax, flexing directly in the faces of thirsty wannabes. “Tryin’ to rap up but you can’t get down / You don’t even know your English, your verb, or noun,” Run spits, head and shoulders above the competition. On “Jam-Master Jay,” Run and D.M.C. rap both separately and together, their vocals overlapping as they big up their DJ, who cuts and scratches the track.


“Rock Box” is the centerpiece of the album: based around riveting guitar solos by Eddie Martinez, the song is just as heavy metal as it is hip-hop. It bridged the gap between rock and roll and rap, a feat made clear by the fact that “Rock Box” was the first rap video ever played on MTV. It also foreshadowed the rap rock style that Run-D.M.C. would further explore on their follow-up albums, King of Rock and Raising Hell, the latter of which was home to the hugely popular crossover hit “Walk This Way” with Aerosmith.


Run-D.M.C. became the first rap album to ever be certified gold by the Recording Industry Association of America, or RIAA. One of the most influential music acts of all time got its start by peeling back the layers of what was considered the standard and developing something extraordinarily new. They set the tone—and the bar—for every hip-hopper who dreams of wielding a microphone.
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MY A-DIDAS!


In addition to their musical influences, Run-D.M.C. also completely transformed the way rappers approached their appearance. Where their predecessors were more invested in the glitz and glamour associated with disco and the costumes of funk bands, Run-D.M.C. brought their look directly from the street: all-black clothing, leather jackets, gold rope chains, Kangol hats (sometimes swapped for fedoras or bucket hats), and, of course, their trademark Adidas.
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MOMENTS IN HISTORY:


THE WHODINI EFFECT


Thanks to hit songs like “Friends” and “Freaks Come Out at Night,” Brooklyn-based electro/hip-hop group Who-dini’s 1984 album Escape became the first rap album to land in the Top 40 on the Billboard 200 chart. It appealed to listeners still straddling the line between more established genres, like funk and hip-hop, which was still seen as a fad. As we all know now, the genre is trendy, but it’s one that’s here to stay.
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BEFORE US, RAP RECORDS WAS CORNY.















HOT, COOL & VICIOUS



SALT-N-PEPA


1986


Hip-hop in the ’80s wasn’t exactly celebrated for its diversity. There were many greats who were influential and appealed to all genders (read on to learn more about them), but it was mostly a man’s game. That is, until Salt-N-Pepa came through and injected a much-needed dose of femininity into the genre’s bloodstream with their debut album, Hot, Cool & Vicious.


Bushwick, Brooklyn, native Cheryl “Salt” James and Sandra “Pepa” Denton, of Jamaica, Queens, met in Queensborough Community College in 1985. Pepa, the more outgoing of the pair, drew Salt in with her bubbly personality. It wasn’t long before they were best friends, cutting class and working part-time together, selling service contracts at a local Sears appliance store. Also employed at the store at the time was future comedy megastar Martin Lawrence, as well as Chris Reid and Chris Martin, a.k.a. the high-flying music/movie duo Kid ’N Play.


Another key figure working there was Hurby “Luv Bug” Azor, a media-arts student and aspiring producer. For a class project at his school, Azor had to produce a demo tape, and he knew just who to ask: Salt-N-Pepa, whom he initially dubbed Super Nature. Their first appearance on wax wound up being an answer record to Doug E. Fresh and Slick Rick’s über-popular hit, “The Show.” The women were inspired by Roxanne Shanté, who gained fame for recording “Roxanne’s Revenge,” a legendary response to hip-hop group UTFO’s song “Roxanne, Roxanne.” The duo recorded “The Showstopper,” a call-and-response party rocker that showcased each MC’s unique skills on the mic. Azor got an A on his school assignment, and soon after, he took the tape to his friend Marley Marl, who played it on his radio show to overwhelmingly positive feedback. Everybody wanted to know who these audacious girls were.


After a name change, and a handful of club appearances, Salt-N-Pepa were ready to produce a real song. Azor, their manager, producer, and songwriter, attempted to get them a record deal, but he was met with rejections of both the sexist and the bigoted nature. Finally, a label named Next Plateau gave them their shot: $5,000 to record a song called “I’ll Take Your Man.” A confrontational track slathered in dicey humor, the song wasn’t picked up by many radio stations, and subsequently didn’t chart, but it was strong enough to convince the label to drop another $9,000 (around $24,000 today) to make a full album, Hot, Cool & Vicious.


The group heavily promoted the single “Tramp,” which flips the script on misogyny, but it was the B-side of that track, the campy, sex-positive “Push It,” that would turn Salt-N-Pepa into overnight sensations. The now-famous synthesizer on “Push It” started out as a joke, zapped out by Azor’s friend Fresh Gordon; Salt-N-Pepa wound up recording the song in Gordon’s small bathroom, which doubled as a vocal room.


The late San Francisco DJ and producer Cameron Paul fell in love with “Push It,” popularizing the record on the West Coast by creating a revamped remix; an updated version took off, eventually becoming a Grammy-nominated platinum single. The music video, which also featured the group’s new DJ, Deidra Roper, a.k.a. Spinderella, is a spirited look at some of hip-hop’s biggest stars evolving in real time, while also having a great fucking time.


While Hot, Cool & Vicious was initially released in 1986, it was the 1987 rerelease, which included “Push It (Remix),” that catapulted the album in sales—much to the chagrin of Salt-N-Pepa, who were focused on building their credibility as hard MCs.


“There are a few who were thinking we were crossovers, sell-outs or whatever, at the time, so I kind of panicked again when ‘Push It’ was born,” Pepa recalled in a 2017 interview with Rolling Stone. “I distinctly was like, ‘Hurby [Azor], you gotta be kidding me about this song. This is so pop. This is crazy.’ And I remember [Salt] and I looking like, ‘Do we have to do this?’”


“Push It (Remix)” undoubtedly became the song that won’t quit, but Hot, Cool & Vicious had other gems as well, including the aforementioned “I’ll Take Your Man” and “The Showstopper.” In addition to those early bops, “Beauty and the Beat” and “It’s All Right” highlight Salt-N-Pepa’s pure love for hip-hop, snares kicking tightly over reverberating 808s on the latter. The rappers also explore womanhood and the strengths and insecurities that come with it on “How Long (Betcha Gotta Chick on the Side).”


Hot, Cool & Vicious was one of women hip-hop lovers’ first opportunities to hear themselves. Not only that, it became the first album by a female rap group to earn gold and platinum certifications from the RIAA. Even during the moments when they didn’t feel the most certain, Salt-N-Pepa walked on their own road to greatness. Very few could have prepared them for the journey, but they made damn sure the women who came after them would have clear footprints to follow.




MUSICAL CHILDREN OF SALT-N-PEPA


Salt-N-Pepa are celebrated to this day for their contributions to hip-hop overall, but most especially for laying the groundwork for their femme successors. Miami’s City Girls flipped “I’ll Take Your Man” to create their own fan favorite, and Houston’s Megan Thee Stallion sampled “Push It” for “Flamin’ Hottie,” a Super Bowl ad for Frito-Lay.







MOMENTS IN HISTORY:


LICENSED TO ILL


The Beastie Boys, a New York–based rap-rock group, released their debut LP, Licensed to Ill, in 1986. Boosted by hit songs like the timeless “Fight for Your Right,” the album became the first rap LP to top the Billboard 200 chart.
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