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To my mother,
Jane Louise Bradley,
who introduced me to the poetry of music













PROLOGUE



This is hip hop. You are in a small club, standing room only. Maybe it’s the Roots or Common or some underground group about to perform. Bodies press tightly against you. Blue wreaths of smoke hang just above your head. From the four-foot speakers at the front of the stage, you hear the DJ spinning hip-hop classics—A Tribe Called Quest, De La Soul, Rakim—charging the crowd as it waits, five minutes, ten minutes, longer, for the show to begin.


As the music fades to silence, a disembodied voice over the PA system announces the headliner. Lights grow warm, blue turns to yellow, then to red. The first beat hits hard, and the crowd roars as the MC—the rapper, hip hop’s lyrical master of ceremonies—glides to the front of the stage. Hands reach for the sky. Heads bob to the beat. The crowd is a living thing, animated by the rhythm. It can go on like this for hours.


Now imagine this. It happens just as the performance reaches its peak. First the melody drops out, then the bass, and finally the drums. The stage is now silent and empty save for a lone MC, kicking rhymes a cappella. His voice fades from a shout to a whisper, then finally to nothing at all. As he turns to leave, you notice something stranger still: lyrics projected in bold print against the back of the stage. It’s like you’re looking directly into an MC’s book of rhymes. The words scroll along in clear, neat lines against the wall. People stand amazed. Some begin to boo. Some start to leave.


But you remain, transfixed by the words. You notice new things in the familiar lyrics: wordplay, metaphors and similes, rhymes upon rhymes, even within the lines. You notice structures and forms, sound and silence. You even start to hear a beat; it comes from the language itself, a rhythm the words produce in your mind. You’re bobbing your head again. People around you, those who remain, are doing it too. There’s a group of you, smaller than before but strong, rocking to an inaudible beat.


The change is subtle at first. Maybe it’s a stage light flickering back to life. Maybe it’s a snare hit punctuating that inaudible rhythm. But now the lights burn brighter, the beat hits harder than ever, the MC bounds back on stage, the crowd reaches a frenzy. It’s the same song, just remixed.


Through the boom of the bass you can still somehow hear the low rhythm the words make. Lines of lyrics pass across your mind’s eye while the sound from the speakers vibrates your eardrums. For the first time you see how the two fit together—the sight and the sound. Rap hasn’t changed, but you have. This is the poetry of hip hop.













RAP POETRY 101





I start to think and then I sink


Into the paper like I was ink.


When I’m writing I’m trapped in between the lines,


I escape when I finish the rhyme.


—Eric B. & Rakim, “I Know You Got Soul”





A BOOK OF rhymes is where MCs write lyrics. It is the basic tool of the rapper’s craft. Nas raps about “writin’ in my book of rhymes, all the words pass the margin.” Mos Def boasts about sketching “lyrics so visual / They rent my rhyme books at your nearest home video.” They both know what Rakim knew before them, that the book of rhymes is where rap becomes poetry.


Every rap song is a poem waiting to be performed. Written or freestyled, rap has a poetic structure that can be reproduced, a deliberate form an MC creates for each rhyme that differentiates it, if only in small ways, from every other rhyme ever conceived. Like all poetry, rap is defined by the art of the line. Metrical poets choose the length of their lines to correspond to particular rhythms—they write in iambic pentameter or whatever other meter suits their desires. Free verse poets employ conscious line breaks to govern the reader’s pace, to emphasize particular words, or to accomplish any one of a host of other poetic objectives. In a successful poem, line breaks are never casual or accidental. Rewrite a poem in prose and you’ll see it deflate like a punctured lung, expelling life like so much air.


Line breaks are the skeletal system of lyric poetry. They give poems their shape and distinguish them from all other forms of literature. While prose writers usually break their lines wherever the page demands—when they reach the margin, when the computer drops their word to the next line—poets claim that power for themselves, ending lines in ways that underscore the specific design of their verse. Rap poets are no different.


Rap is poetry, but its popularity relies in part on people not recognizing it as such. After all, rap is for good times; we play it in our cars, hear it at parties and at clubs. By contrast, most people associate poetry with hard work; it is something to be studied in school or puzzled over for hidden insights. Poetry stands at an almost unfathomable distance from our daily lives, or at least so it seems given how infrequently we seek it out.


This hasn’t always been the case; poetry once had a prized place in both public and private affairs. At births and deaths, weddings and funerals, festivals and family gatherings, people would recite poetry to give shape to their feelings. Its relative absence today says something about us—our culture’s short attention span, perhaps, or the dominance of other forms of entertainment—but also about poetry itself. While the last century saw an explosion of poetic productivity, it also marked a decided shift toward abstraction. As the poet Adrian Mitchell observed, “Most people ignore most poetry / because / most poetry ignores most people.”


Rap never ignores its listeners. Quite the contrary, it aggressively asserts itself, often without invitation, upon our consciousness. Whether boomed out of a passing car, played at a sports stadium, or piped into a mall while we shop, rap is all around us. Most often, it expresses its meaning quite plainly. No expertise is required to listen. You don’t need to take an introductory course or read a handbook; you don’t need to watch an instructional video or follow an online tutorial. But, as with most things in life, the pleasure to be gained from rap increases exponentially with just a little studied attention.


Rap is public art, and rappers are perhaps our greatest public poets, extending a tradition of lyricism that spans continents and stretches back thousands of years. Thanks to the engines of global commerce, rap is now the most widely disseminated poetry in the history of the world. Of course, not all rap is great poetry, but collectively it has revolutionized the way our culture relates to the spoken word. Rappers at their best make the familiar unfamiliar through rhythm, rhyme, and wordplay. They refresh the language by fashioning patterned and heightened variations of everyday speech. They expand our understanding of human experience by telling stories we might not otherwise hear. The best MCs—like Rakim, Jay Z, Tupac, and many others—deserve consideration alongside the giants of American poetry. We ignore them at our own expense.


Hip hop emerged out of urban poverty to become one of the most vital cultural forces of the past century. The South Bronx may seem an unlikely place to have birthed a new movement in poetry. But in defiance of inferior educational opportunities and poor housing standards, a generation of young people—mostly black and brown—conceived innovations in rhythm, rhyme, and wordplay that would change the English language itself. In Can’t Stop, Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation, Jeff Chang vividly describes how rap’s rise from the 1970s through the early 1980s was accompanied by a host of social and economic forces that would seem to stifle creative expression under the weight of despair. “An enormous amount of creative energy was now ready to be released from the bottom of American society,” he writes, “and the staggering implications of this moment eventually would echo around the world.” As one of the South Bronx’s own, rap legend KRS-One, explains, “Rap was the final conclusion of a generation of creative people oppressed with the reality of lack.”


Hip hop’s first generation fashioned an art form that draws not only from the legacy of Western verse but from the folk idioms of the African diaspora; the musical legacy of jazz, blues, and funk; and the creative capacities conditioned by the often harsh realities of people’s everyday surroundings. These artists commandeered the English language, the forms of William Shakespeare and Emily Dickinson as well as those of Sonia Sanchez and Amiri Baraka, to serve their own expressive and imaginative purposes. Rap gave voice to a group hardly heard before by America at large, certainly never heard in their own often profane, always assertive words. Over time, the poetry and music they made would command the ears of their block, their borough, the nation, and eventually the world.


While rap may be new-school music, it is old-school poetry. Rather than resembling the dominant contemporary form of free verse—or even the free-form structure of its hip-hop cousin, spoken word, or slam poetry—rap bears a stronger affinity to some of poetry’s oldest forms, such as the strong-stress meter of Beowulf and the ballad stanzas of the bardic past. As in metrical verse, the lengths of rap’s lines are governed by established rhythms—in rap’s case, the rhythm of the beat itself.


The beat in rap is poetic meter rendered audible. Rap follows a dual rhythmic relationship whereby the MC is liberated to pursue innovations of syncopation and stress that would sound chaotic without the regularity of the musical rhythm. The beat and the MC’s flow, or cadence, work together to satisfy the audience’s musical and poetic expectations: most notably, that rap establish and maintain rhythmic patterns while creatively disrupting those patterns, through syncopation and other pleasing forms of rhythmic surprise.


Simply put, a rap verse is the product of one type of rhythm (that of language) being fitted to another (that of music). Great pop lyricists, Irving Berlin or John Lennon or Stevie Wonder, match their words not only to the rhythm of the music but to melodies and harmonies as well. For the most part, MCs need concern themselves only with the beat. This fundamental difference means that MCs resemble literary poets in ways that most other songwriters do not. Like all poets, rappers write primarily with a beat in mind. Rap’s reliance on spare, beat-driven accompaniment foregrounds the poetic identity of the language.


Divorced from most considerations of melody and harmony, rap lyrics are liberated to live their lives as pure expressions of poetic and musical rhythm. Even when rap employs rich melodies and harmonies—as is often the case, for instance, in the music of Kanye West and Kendrick Lamar—rhythm remains the central element of sound. Kendrick Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly (2015) is also a jazz album, with production by Terrace Martin and Flying Lotus and featuring a roster of musicians that includes avant-garde jazz instrumentalists like the bassist Thundercat, tenor saxophonist Kamasi Washington, and jazz vocalist Lalah Hathaway. For all of this, Kendrick’s voice—and its rhythmic relation to the beat—inhabits the center of the sonic space. Rap’s dual rhythms are in even closer proximity to one another than they might usually be in other musical genres. Skilled MCs underscore the rhythm of the track in the rhythm of their flows and the patterns of their rhymes. As a consequence, the lyrics rappers write are more readily separated from their specific musical contexts and presented in written form as poetry. The rhythm comes alive on the page because so much of it is embedded in the language itself.


Many of the reasonable arguments critics offer to distinguish song lyrics from literary poetry do not apply to rap. One of the most common objections, voiced best by the critic Simon Frith, is that song lyrics do not need to generate the highly sophisticated poetic effects that create the “music” of verse written for the page. Indeed, the argument goes, if a lyric is too poetically developed it will likely distract from the music itself. A good poem makes for a lousy lyric, and a great lyric for a second-rate poem. Rap defies such conventional wisdom. By unburdening itself of the requirements of musical form, rap is free to generate its own poetic textures independent of the music. Another objection is that song lyrics lack much of the formal structure of literary verse. Rap challenges this objection as well by crafting intricate structures of sound and rhyme, creating some of the most scrupulously formal poetry composed today.


Rap’s poetry can usefully be approached as literary verse while still recognizing its essential identity as music. There’s no need to disparage one to respect the other. In fact, perhaps more than any other lyric form, rap demands that we acknowledge its dual identity as word and song.


The fact that rap is music does not disqualify it as poetry; quite the contrary, it asserts rap’s poetic identity all the more. The ancient Greeks called their lyrical poetry ta mele, which means “poems to be sung.” For them and for later generations, poetry, in the words of Walter Pater, “aspires towards the condition of music.” It has only been since the early twentieth century that music has taken a backseat to meaning in poetry. As the poet Edward Hirsch writes, “The lyric poem always walks the line between speaking and singing.… Poetry is not speech exactly—verbal art is deliberately different than the way that people actually talk—and yet it is always in relationship to speech, to the spoken word.”


Like all poetry, rap is not speech exactly, nor is it precisely song, yet it employs elements of both. Rap’s earliest performers understood this. On “Adventures of Super Rhymes (Rap)” from 1980, just months after rap’s emergence on mainstream radio, Jimmy Spicer attempted to define this new form:




It’s the new thing, makes you wanna swing


While us MCs rap, doin’ our thing


It’s not singin’ like it used to be


No, it’s rappin’ to the rhythm of the sure-shot beat


It goes one for the money, two for the show


You got my beat, now here I go





Rap is an oral poetry, so it naturally relies more heavily than literary poetry on devices of sound. The MC’s poetic toolbox shares many of the same basic instruments as the literary poet’s, but it also includes others specifically suited to the demands of oral expression. These include copious use of rhyme, both as a mnemonic device and as a form of rhythmic pleasure, as well as poetic tropes that rely on sonic identity, like homonyms and puns. Add to this those elements the MC draws from music—tonal quality, vocal inflection, and so forth—and rap reveals itself as a poetry uniquely fitted to oral performance.


Early pop lyricists like Cole Porter and Lorenz Hart labored over their lyrics; they were not simply popular entertainers, they were poets. Great MCs represent a continuation and an amplification of this vital tradition of lyric craft. The lyrics to Porter’s “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” are engaging when read on the page without their melodic accompaniment; the best rap lyrics are equally engrossing, even without the specific context of their performances. Rap has no sheet music because it doesn’t need it—rapping itself rarely has harmonies and melodies to transcribe—but it does have a written form worth reconstructing, one that testifies to its value, both as music and as poetry. That form begins with a faithful transcription of lyrics.


Rap lyrics are routinely mistranscribed, not simply on the numerous websites offering lyrics to go, but even on an artist’s own liner notes and in hip-hop books and periodicals. The same lyric might be written dozens of different ways—different line breaks, different punctuation, even different words. The goal should be to transcribe rap verses in such a way that they represent on the page as closely as possible what we hear with our ears.


The standard transcription method proposed here may differ from those used by MCs in their own rhyme books. Tupac, for instance, often cut his bars in half so that two lyric lines filled the space of a single musical measure. Rappers compose their verses in any number of ways; what they write need only make sense to them. But an audience requires a standardized form organized around objective principles rather than subjective habits. Serious readers need a common way of transcribing rap lyrics so that they can discuss rap’s formal attributes with one another without confusion.


Transcribing rap lyrics is a small but essential skill, easily acquired. The only prerequisite is being able to count to four in time to the beat. Transcribing lyrics to the beat is an intuitive way of translating the lyricism that we hear into poetry that we can read, without sacrificing the specific relationship of words to music laid down by the MC’s performance. By preserving the integrity of each line in relation to the beat, we give rap the respect it deserves as poetry. Sloppy transcriptions make it all but impossible to glean anything but the most basic insights into the verse. Careful ones, on the other hand, let us see into the inner workings of the MC’s craft through the lyric artifact of its creation.


The MC’s most basic challenge is this: When given a beat, what do you do? The beat is rap’s beginning. Whether it’s the crunching bass of a Metro Boomin beat, the hiccups and burps of a Timbaland track, knuckles knocking on a lunchroom table, a human beatbox, or simply the metronomic rhythm in an MC’s head as he spits a cappella rhymes, the beat defines the limits of lyric possibility. In transcribing rap lyrics, we must have a way of representing the beat on the page.


The vast majority of rap beats are in 4/4 time, which means that each musical measure (or bar) comprises four quarter-note beats. For the rapper, one beat in a bar is akin to the literary poet’s metrical foot. Just as the fifth metrical foot marks the end of a pentameter line, the fourth beat of a given bar marks the end of the MC’s line. One line, in other words, is what an MC can deliver in a single musical measure—one poetic line equals one musical bar. So when an MC spits sixteen bars, we should understand this as sixteen lines of rap verse.


To demonstrate this method of lyrical transcription, let’s take a fairly straightforward example: Melle Mel’s first verse on Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s classic “The Message.”



One            TWO            Three            FOUR


Standing on the front stoop, hangin’ out the window,


Watching all the cars go by, roaring as the breezes blow.





Notice how the naturally emphasized words (“standing,” “front,” “hangin’,” “window,” and so on) fall on the strong beats. These are two fairly regular lines, hence the near uniformity of the pair and the strong-beat accents on particular words. The words are in lockstep with the beat. Mark the beginning of each poetic line on the one and the end of the line on the four.


Not all lines, however, are so easily transcribed; many complications can occur in the process of transcription. Consider the famous opening lines from this very same song:



One    TWO Three  FOUR


Broken glass everywhere,


People pissin’ on the stairs, you know they just don’t care.





Looking at the two lines on the page, one might think that they had been incorrectly transcribed. The only thing that suggests they belong together is the end rhyme (“everywhere” and “just don’t care”). How can each of these lines—the first half as long as the second and with fewer than half the total syllables—take up the same four-beat measure? The answer has everything to do with performance. Melle Mel delivers the first line with a combination of dramatic pause and exaggerated emphasis. He begins rhyming a little behind the beat, includes a caesura (a strong phrasal pause within the line) between “glass” and “everywhere,” and then dramatically extends the pronunciation of “everywhere.” Were it not for an accurate transcription, these poetic effects would be lost.


In contemporary rap, the matter is complicated further by the penchant of many MCs to rhyme across the bars—that is, to extend the lyric line into the minute space that separates one measure from another. This accounts for the more fluid rhyme style that separates today’s flows from the comparatively rigid deliveries of rap’s originators.


Sometimes rap poets devise intricate structures that give logical shape to their creations. Using patterns of rhyme, rhythm, and line, these structures reinforce an individual verse’s fusion of form and meaning. While literary poetry often follows highly regularized forms—a sonnet, a villanelle, a ballad stanza—rap is rarely so formally explicit, favoring instead those patterns drawn naturally from oral expression. Upon occasion, however, rap takes on strict structures, either by happenstance or by conscious design. For instance, Long Beach’s Crooked I begins the second verse of “What That Mean” by inserting an alternating quatrain, switching up the song’s established pattern of rhyming consecutive lines.



Shorty saw him comin’ in a glare


I pass by like a giant blur


What she really saw was Tim Duncan in the air


Wasn’t nothin’ but a Flyin’ Spur





By rhyming two pairs of perfect rhymes abab (“glare” with “air” and “blur” with “spur”), Crooked I fashions a duality of sound that underscores the two perspectives he describes: that of the woman onlooker and that of the MC in his speeding car. By temporarily denying the listener’s expectation of rhyme, he creates a sense of heightened anticipation and increased attention. Using this new rhyme pattern shines a spotlight on the playful metaphor at the center of the verse: what the woman saw was the San Antonio Spurs’ MVP Tim Duncan in the air, otherwise known as a flying Spur, otherwise known as his luxury automobile, a Bentley Continental Flying Spur. The mental process of deciphering the metaphor, nearly instantaneous for those familiar with the references and likely indecipherable for anyone else, is facilitated by the rhyming structure of the verse. Rhyme and wordplay work together here to create a sense of poetic satisfaction.


Rap’s poetry is best exemplified in these small moments that reveal conscious artistry at work in places we might least expect. It is this sense of craft that connects the best poetry of the past with the best rap of today. Consider the following two verses side by side: on the left is Langston Hughes’s “Sylvester’s Dying Bed,” written in 1931; on the right is a transcription of Ice-T’s “6 ’N the Mornin’,” released in 1987. Though distanced by time, these lyrics are joined by form.


Hughes’s form relies on splitting the conventional four-beat line in half, a pattern I have followed with Ice-T’s verse for the purposes of comparison; I might just as easily have rewritten Hughes’s lines as two sets of rhyming couplets. This adjustment aside, the two lyrics are nearly identical in form. Each employs a two-beat line (or a four-beat line cut in two) with an abcb rhyme pattern. They even share the same syntactical units, with end stops (a grammatical pause for punctuation at the end of a line of verse) on lines two, four, six, and eight. Both draw upon the rhythms of the vernacular, the language as actually spoken. This formal echo, reaching across more than a half century of black poetic expression, suggests a natural affinity of forms.






	I woke up this mornin’

	Six in the mornin’






	’Bout half past three.

	Police at my door.






	All the womens in town

	Fresh Adidas squeak






	Was gathered round me.

	Across my bathroom floor.






	Sweet gals was a-moanin’,

	Out my back window,






	“Sylvester’s gonna die!”

	I made my escape.






	And a hundred pretty mamas
	Don’t even get a chance






	Bowed their heads to cry.

	To grab my old-school tape.







Rap lyrics properly transcribed reveal themselves in ways not possible when listening to rap alone. Seeing rap on the page, we understand it, to paraphrase the poet William Carlos Williams, for what it is: a small machine of words. We distinguish end rhymes from internal rhymes, end-stopped lines from enjambed ones, patterns from disruptions. Of course, nothing can replace the listening experience, whether in your headphones or at a show. Rather than replacing the music, reading rap as poetry heightens both enjoyment and understanding. Looking at rhymes on the page slows things down, allowing listeners—now readers—to discover familiar rhymes as if for the first time.


Walt Whitman once proclaimed that “great poets need great audiences.” For over forty years, rap has produced more than its share of great poets. Now it is our turn to become a great audience, repaying their efforts with the kind of close attention to language that rap’s poetry deserves.













RAP POETRY 201



Hip hop moves at the speed of sound. Or maybe sound moves at the speed of hip hop. When I was writing Book of Rhymes between 2006 and 2008, hip hop appeared to be in commercial decline. Just a few years before, at the turn of the twenty-first century, hip hop had ruled popular music. A glance at the Billboard Hot 100 chart on an average week at the time reveals rappers, and artists influenced by rap’s beats and rhymes, dominating radio play. On November 23, 2002, for instance, eight of the top ten songs were by artists who could be classified as hip hop: Eminem, Missy Elliott, Jennifer Lopez, Nelly, LL Cool J, Cam’ron, Sean Paul, and Jay Z. That year hip hop represented 13.8 percent of the total music market, second only to rock; by 2008, hip hop’s share had fallen to just 10.7 percent, a precipitous drop when compared to genres like country, gospel, and even children’s music. Maybe Nas was right in 2006: Hip hop is dead.


If so, then hip hop’s life after death has proved greater than most people could have imagined. Since I published Book of Rhymes in 2009, hip hop has given birth to new voices across the sonic spectrum, from Kendrick Lamar to Future, Drake to Chance the Rapper, Nicki Minaj to Travis Scott, Kid Cudi to Run the Jewels. Even hip hop’s market share has bounced back; by 2015 it was yet again just behind rock, with a robust 18.2 percent of total consumption. Rap is now the most streamed genre of music, not just in the United States but across the globe. We live on a hip-hop planet.


Some people saw this coming. Looking back at hip hop’s first decades in the 1970s and 1980s, Questlove reminds us that “hip-hop was plenty present—in 1989 alone, you had De La Soul and the Geto Boys and EPMD and Boogie Down Productions and Ice-T and Queen Latifah—but it was just a piece of the pie. In the time since, hip-hop has made like the Exxon Valdez (another 1989 release): It spilled and spread.”


With the spread of hip hop has come its saturation as well, even in some of the most unexpected places in culture. Who could have predicted that a rap retelling of the life of one of the founding fathers could become a Broadway sensation like Hamilton? Who would have guessed that Rakim’s microphone and J Dilla’s Akai MPC 3000 would be on display at the Smithsonian? And surely John Harvard, that “godly gentleman and lover of learning,” would be nonplussed to learn of a Nasir Jones Hiphop Fellowship being run out of Harvard’s own Hiphop Archive and Research Institute. Hip hop is just about everywhere.


Hip hop isn’t just big business and culture, it’s personal too. I often joke that hip hop and I have followed the same trajectory: born in the ’70s, coming of age in the ’80s, reaching our peak in the ’90s, and starting our slow and steady decline in the 2000s. The playful comparison calls attention to the fact that people often assume that musical genres follow the same life cycle that we humans do. Of course, history tells us otherwise. As an art form, hip hop is still in its relative infancy. We know, too, that art develops in fits and starts of sudden inspiration, that it is constantly reborn and refreshed, that its capacity for change is not subject to the frailties of human flesh. So it is with hip hop.


I believe that we are living in perhaps the most vital period that hip hop has ever seen. That’s not to say that rap music has gotten better since what many consider its golden age, from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, only that rap’s creative potential has never been more apparent. More people from more places are making more kinds of rap music than at any other time in history. There’s something so durable about the structure of words rapped to a beat, something inclusive that resists any attempts to enforce some narrow orthodoxy or keep certain people out—be they from another borough or coast, another gender or sexual orientation, another race or life experience. Rap is free to all those willing to assume the heavy burden of mastering its craft, of learning how to rock the mic right.


It’s a wonderful time to be an MC, or simply a fan of rap music. It’s also a wonderful time to revisit the matter of rap poetics that Book of Rhymes first described. Writing about a living literature, a living music, is a dangerous business. Things have a tendency to shift right under your feet. That’s what makes this opportunity to present a revised and expanded edition of Book of Rhymes so wonderful and so rare. I’ve been making mental revisions and additions since the book first went to press. Returning nearly a decade later, there are a good many things I wish to refine, to correct, and to add. At the same time, I want to respect the integrity of the book as first published. I want to speak to rap’s past as well as to its present.


In presenting this new edition, I take inspiration from hip hop itself, more specifically from the concept of the remix. The song stays the same, but I want you to hear it in a new way. You’ll find many new things in this edition of the book: some small changes and some big additions. Among the small changes are refreshed artist and lyric examples throughout the text as well as silent corrections of errors and infelicities in style. I’ve also attended to a few oversights and omissions that have caught my eye or that generous readers have pointed out to me.


These same readers also inspired me to make some of the big additions to the book. Over the years, I’ve heard from hundreds of teachers and students who have used the book in their classrooms. I was honored in 2013 to have Book of Rhymes assigned as summer reading for all incoming students at the University of Pennsylvania, in celebration of their Year of Sound. It is for this community of readers that I have devised the appendix, which comprises a series of playlists illuminating different matters of rap’s lyric expression. What are some of the most striking similes ever uttered on the mic? How about some examples of rap storytelling that take the form of open letters? Or a handful of the most audacious multisyllabic rhymes? You’ll find all of these and more at the back of the book. Use them for further study, or just for fun.


I’ve reserved the bulk of my substantive additions, amplifications, and changes of heart or of head for the section of the book that you’re reading right now. I’m calling it “Rap Poetry 201” in celebration—and send-up—of “Rap Poetry 101” from the original edition. When I composed that introductory chapter for Book of Rhymes, I wanted the section title to signal to readers that they were signing up for a crash course—in hip-hop history, in poetics, in the habits of critical analysis and close inquiry that the book demands. In the years since, I’ve come to think about that title in a different way: as defining a course of study that I was also setting out for myself. Think of “Rap Poetry 201,” therefore, as the next class in the sequence and also as a record of some of the things others have taught me about hip hop and poetry since the book’s initial publication. Where 101 was a first-year lecture course, 201 is an advanced seminar.


One of the focuses of this advanced study is the matter of hip hop’s life outside of the United States. At the time of the book’s composition I consciously limited my subject to rap performed in English, primarily by artists from the United States. I felt that moving beyond its borders—and beyond the English language—was simply too much for my small book to bear. In the years since I have spent a great deal of time thinking about hip hop as it has taken root in Brazil and Tanzania and South Korea and Germany and elsewhere—as it’s been adopted and adapted all over the world. I’ve listened to and learned from MCs, journalists, and scholars from across the hemispheres. I’ve traveled to several continents, speaking and listening along the way. The book has traveled, too; it has been translated, in whole or in part, into Korean, French, Italian, and Greek. I have also launched, through my directorship of the Laboratory for Race & Popular Culture (RAP Lab) at the University of Colorado Boulder, a global rap initiative to consider more closely how the art of MC-ing functions across languages and cultures.


In the years since Book of Rhymes was first published I have done my best to help direct attention to rap’s lyric craft. In 2010 I coedited, with my friend and colleague Andrew DuBois, The Anthology of Rap, a nearly one-thousand-page collection of lyrics spanning rap’s history. I envisioned it as a companion text to this book, in which readers may apply the critical tools honed in Book of Rhymes to lyrics by everyone from Kurtis Blow to Kanye West, from the Sequence to the Wu-Tang Clan. Soon thereafter, I worked with the rapper and actor Common on his best-selling memoir, One Day It’ll All Make Sense. The close connection he and I cultivated over the time it took to write the book gave me a glimpse into the mind of a masterful MC.


Inspired by these experiences, I offer three new claims to advance our study of the poetics of hip hop: (1) hip hop is poetry—and music, too, (2) hip hop is education, and (3) hip hop is worldwide.


Hip Hop Is Poetry—and Music, Too


Of course, I already knew this. That’s why I wrote the book. Perhaps you already knew it as well. In the years since the book’s publication, though, I’ve had cause to reflect on the precise nature of rap’s poetry and its relation to its music. Back in 2009 I was studiously attentive to the play of words on the page, but less so to the many ways that the rapping voice and the music—the beat and beyond—could enchant and derange that language. In this regard, I’ve learned a great deal from three experiences.


Spending time with Common means spending time creating. While writing his memoir, we’d often set off driving along the Pacific Coast Highway, having far-ranging conversations about life, love, and everything else under the sun. When we weren’t talking, Common would often be composing lyrics for the album he was working on at the time, 2011’s The Dreamer/The Believer. Common is among that tribe of MCs (along with Biggie, Jay Z, and others) who don’t usually write their lyrics down, preferring instead to conduct the entire process of composition through the mind and the voice. With a beat playing in the car, Common would start rhyming a line, stop, then rhyme the line all over again, exploring new turns of phrase and subtle variations of rhythmic emphasis. By almost every measure he was, in fact, writing: engaging in the craft of composition, which requires complex, multivectored calculations of sound and sense. Hearing his attention to the play of sound as well as meaning, I became more acutely aware of the song in rap songwriting. Though he was writing poetry, he was also in some sense singing.


To be present for this kind of creation is nothing short of a revelation. It helped me to appreciate certain fundamental qualities of the craft of MC-ing, and it made me understand that there are certain things about rapping that as a non-rapper I will simply never understand. There’s a place, in other words, for mystery even when one puts the art of MC-ing under the close scrutiny of a critical gaze.


At the time that I was working with Common on his memoir, I was also completing The Anthology of Rap. The anthology helped me enter the process of creation from the opposite end, from the “finished” state of lyrics at rest. Of course, rap wants to be heard, so most lyrics take on full life only in performance. Certain artists, however, shine on the page with a light that they don’t fully reflect in recorded song. Though I count Lauryn Hill’s 1998 solo debut, The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill, among my favorite albums and “Final Hour” among my favorite songs, it took transcribing her lyrics to appreciate that a good part of my love comes from the play of patterns across the lines. Just look at how she opens the third verse of the song:




Now I be breaking bread, sipping Manischewitz wine


Pay no mind, party like it’s nineteen ninety-nine


But when it come down to ground beef like Palestine


Say your rhyme, let’s see if that get you out your bind





A run of alliteration leads to a series of rhymes, both end and internal, along with pleasing echoes of assonance. The remainder of the verse, with its virtuosic series of multisyllabic rhymes (the limpid run of “mozzarella,” “Rockefeller,” “Lalibela,” “a cappella,” “Mirabella” followed by the rapid-fire release of “immunity,” “community,” and “opportunity”), plays at least as well on the page as it does in recorded performance. I have come to understand the song’s music through its poetry, its poetry through its music.


Finally, writing The Poetry of Pop, in which I engage the same questions of the poetics of song lyrics but trace them across the full range of popular music genres, shifted my understanding of rap as a musical form. In “Rap Poetry 101” I state, perhaps with a bit too much certainty, that rap is distinctly different from other genres in its adherence to beat above melody and harmony. After writing The Poetry of Pop I now wish to qualify that statement. Though rap is undoubtedly more beat-driven than most other genres of popular music, it is still richly connected to the practices that we most often associate with singing. Similarly, all popular music runs through rhythm—the big beat we hear in rock and EDM and even country. Rap has never been more melodic than it is today. Melodic flows have so dominated rap in recent years that J. Cole could reminisce on 2014’s “No Role Modelz” about a time “when you could get a platinum plaque without no melody.” A look at the platinum certifications for albums and singles in 2016 reveals a veritable hip-hop choir of rappers with melodic flows: Future, Fetty Wap, Young Thug, Desiigner, Rae Sremmurd, Wiz Khalifa, Kid Cudi, Tory Lanez, Post Malone, Nicki Minaj, G-Eazy, O.T. Genasis, Rich Homie Quan, Flo Rida. All of these artists remind us that MCs make music, not just poetry, with their mouths.


Nonetheless, it is worth distinguishing between the music of a rap recording and the music of other genres of popular music. Writing rhymes is not the same as writing pop songs. Pop songwriting these days is a job often done by committee, forged in what the journalist John Seabrook dubs the “song machine.” Producers, not artists, do much of the work, splicing together hook-heavy songs from a collection of digital files. Some rap songs are produced the same way, of course, but the majority still aspire to an old-school aesthetic in which performers write the words that they rhyme and record them by the verse rather than parsing out the performance phrase by phrase and leaving it for a producer to assemble.


Rap’s defining difference from other genres of popular music, as I argue in “Rap Poetry 101,” has traditionally been a consequence of the relative dearth of melody. However, as rap has expanded to embrace a greater range of melodic textures, its difference from other genres of popular music has remained. Clearly, something other than melody alone differentiates rap from rock, soul, and country.


Part of rap’s difference lies in its lineage. Rap was born of mixed traditions: African American spoken-word practices like the toasts and the dozens as well as musical traditions like Jamaican dub and southern blues. Rap, in other words, is distinct from most other genres of popular music in that it originated as much from speech as from song. Rap also shares with page-born poetry an attention to the play of language for the sake of play, the impulse to capture voice in imagined personae, and the urge to tell stories in unexpected ways. The qualities that leave rap open to criticism as music are the very preconditions that account for its proximity to poetry.


Certainly, rap lyrics are the product of songwriting inasmuch as rap lyrics can be said to provide the words to recorded songs. But the practice of writing rap lyrics distinguishes itself in important ways from the act of writing lyrics to a song in most other popular genres. For one, MCs often write rhymes without a specific instrumental context in mind. When they do write to music (or, as it is tellingly referred to most often, to “beats”), they do so with specific attention to the rhythmic relation of voice to instrumental. By contrast, pop songwriters often begin with a melody and then find words to drape on top of it; or, in those instances when they begin with a lyric, they then reshape those words to fit the melodic arc of a vocal line. The melodic imperative will often dictate the choice of words even at the sacrifice of clear meaning. The audience is usually none the wiser. How many of the millions who purchased and streamed DNCE’s platinum pop-rock hit “Cake by the Ocean” knew or even cared to know what the title meant? As singer Joe Jonas told MTV News, “These Swedish producers [Mattman & Robin] that we were working with, they kept confusing ‘sex on the beach’ with ‘cake by the ocean,’ so that’s how the song started. Then, it became this kind of lyrically wacky song.… It’s funky, it’s fresh, I think it’s something that people can dance to.”


Funky, fresh, and danceable is often more than enough in most genres to compensate for nonsensical or even downright lame lyrics. In rap, listeners tend to expect discernable meaning—whether the meaning is profound or trite, inspiring or offensive. Though melody (of a sort) plays an increasingly important role in rap, it is more often the rhyme imperative or, secondarily, the rhythmic one of flow that guides the structure of rap’s poetics. To put it plainly, there are important differences between rapping and singing, and between the kinds of lyrics that rapping and singing require.


This is by no means to suggest that rapping is a lesser art than pop songwriting. As Book of Rhymes argues throughout, the art of MC-ing involves a tremendous degree of formal skill, imagination, and verbal ability. But it is important to call attention to and to outline the differences between rapping and singing so that we might better understand the aesthetic consequences of writing raps versus writing pop songs.


To test the difference between rap lyrics and other pop lyrics, try rapping Taylor Swift’s “Blank Space” or Ed Sheeran’s “Thinking Out Loud” over a beat. You’ll soon run head-on into this simple truth: You can’t rap just any old song lyric. Rap lyrics contain embedded formal information that makes them suited for a chanted cadence as opposed to singing. Rap usually follows a four-beat line; it usually adheres to end rhyme. Rap lines often have a balanced syllable count, which helps supply the integrity of rap’s flow but might risk monotony in melody. Also, the longer rap line does not allow for the kinds of melodic play that singing demands. You have to cram far more syllables into a given bar in rap than you do in song.


Let’s try an experiment. Take a rap lyric and set it beside a pop lyric. What are the defining formal differences? What can you tell about each even before reading them? The rap lyric will invariably include longer lyric lines. It will have more words and more variety in its words. Almost any rap lyric can fit over almost any rap instrumental. I just spent the last hour flipping through The Anthology of Rap and performing lyrics over the same instrumental, Tyler, The Creator’s “Yonkers.” What I noticed is that regular lines (those of fairly consistent syllable and stress count) fit seamlessly over the track once I figured out a flow. From Kurtis Blow to Biggie, from Lauryn Hill to Kendrick Lamar, almost any rap verse could be made to work over the track.


Now take pop lyrics other than rap and try to fit them to the “Yonkers” beat. That’s where the real difference between the rap lyric line and the lyric line of most other musical genres becomes apparent. Try reciting the Eagles’ “Hotel California” or Calvin Harris and Rihanna’s “We Found Love” or Lou Reed’s “Walk on the Wild Side.” No matter what flow you devise, you’ll never get the lyrics to work in a way that seems natural. What is missing in these lyrics that keeps them from working effectively as rap rhymes? The biggest thing is the dearth of syllables and stresses; there just aren’t enough words in a given pop lyric line to fill up a rap bar in the way we have come to expect. The other obvious absence is in rhyme. Though all the songs I tried had end rhymes of some type, few employed couplets or rhyme leashes in the way that the rap lyrics I used most often did. Rap rhymes work with rhythm to create a propulsive energy that compensates for the absence of pronounced melody and harmony.


In his autobiography, Quincy Jones remarks that rap is a “third entity, between song and instrumental music.” It partakes of vocal song in how it employs the voice—vocal phrasing and rhythms and tones—and of instrumental music such as jazz in how it indulges the art of improvisation. Rap fosters a sense of spontaneity and immediacy, giving it life as song lyric and as direct communication.


Hip Hop Is Education


It’s 2013 and I’m in Alison Corbett’s AP English class at Montbello High School in Denver, surrounded by a group of boisterous and bright eleventh and twelfth graders. In many ways, this resembles most high school classrooms: Against one wall is a whiteboard with key terms scrawled up and down; against another are bookcases piled high with papers and textbooks. Students rush to their seats just as the bell rings.


Montbello is in an economically depressed sector of Denver. Just a year from now, the district will shut the school down. Most of the students here are black or Latino. Many of them are poor. All of them are proud, though, of the work they’re doing in Ms. Corbett’s class.


It takes forty-five minutes to drive from the University of Colorado Boulder’s picture-postcard campus, with the jagged Flatirons set against the horizon, to Montbello High, which abuts Denver’s industrial sector. As I drive there on that first day, I reflect on what I hope to give and to gain in visiting the school. I even have to suppress some of my long-forgotten adolescent anxieties about being the “new kid” at school. Why was I going there? Would I come back? What did I want from them? What would they want from me? In front of the class, though, my anxiety melts away.


“This is hip hop in the classroom,” I begin on my first trip to the classroom, explaining to them that I will be working with Ms. Corbett to tailor a curriculum that uses rap lyrics to hone their skills in the language arts and prepare them for the AP exam. I give each student a copy of The Anthology of Rap and watch with pleasure as they flip through it. To see the students’ response is nothing short of miraculous. They marshal their passions, putting to work skills that they didn’t even know they possessed.


“WAIT… WE CAN do this, Ms. Corbett?” a brown-skinned kid with glasses asks. “You mean to tell me we can study Chief Keef in here?”


Now it’s my second time visiting the class, and I arrive having done my homework: transcribing the raucous rapper Chief Keef’s underground hit “I Don’t Like.” At the end of my first visit, I had asked the students to provide me with a playlist of their own to supplement our readings and listenings from the anthology. They suggested Kendrick Lamar, Nicki Minaj, Drake, and Chief Keef—perhaps the least poetically redeeming rapper around. But I accepted the challenge. After all, my purpose was to get the students to see that poetry was all around them and that they already had the tools they needed to analyze it.


Studying the poetics of hip hop “makes them feel that what they are doing is immensely important,” Ms. Corbett says. “It makes them feel they are engaging with this culture of thinkers and doers. It’s empowering them to recognize that even messaging on social media and television commercials and music, that all of that is text that can be read and parsed and analyzed.” Though hip hop has been put to use in K–12 classrooms for several decades now, it’s only been in recent years that we’ve seen the widespread acceptance and promotion of it. K–12 hip-hop programs are working to teach science and math as well as literature. It’s happening in the United States and abroad.


Educating through hip hop has taken me to the other side of town as well as to the other side of the world. In the fall of 2012 I boarded an overnight flight from Denver to Sydney, Australia, where I was scheduled to speak before a couple thousand English teachers on the subject of using hip hop in the classroom. I wanted to be sure to thread in some references to Australian artists, so I reached out to a friend from Adelaide, Wayde Richardson, who raps and produces under the name Sam Paul.


“Oh, Dialect’s the one you want, mate!”


He directed me to a few songs, and I was impressed with the baby-faced MC’s skills as well as his obvious knowledge of and respect for tradition. I decided I would prominently feature Dialect and his DJ partner Despair’s “Games Wired” in my keynote address, using it as an example of rap’s capacity to harness and satisfy our childhood love of patterning. I planned to project some of the song’s lyrics on the twenty-foot screen behind me. There was only one problem: I couldn’t figure out what the hell he was saying! With little more than an hour to spare before my talk, I called up my friend again for assistance with the transcription.


“Of course! I’ll call you back in five minutes,” he told me. Five minutes passed. Then ten. Then finally my phone rang.


“Sorry, mate, I’m not quite sure what he’s saying either.”


Fortunately, he did have Dialect’s phone number. I got him on the phone and he sat down and transcribed the first twelve bars for me on the spot. A half hour later, I projected those lyrics behind me and analyzed them with an auditorium full of English teachers. Here they are for you:




Aiyo, your thinking so dense you’re beginning to rust


You said a synonym is something you get on a donut


You’re froze up aluminium outta dominions of idioms


Any simian MC can be configuring


Your primitive predicament, dating the pre-eliminate


Precipitating prohibited flowing that is ignorant


Superior lyricist, hearing me serious


No sibilance, spit uninhibited hymns in the infinite


Committed, continuous come with it, you cynic


You want it, you bit it, you got it, you get it, how we live it


I’ll admit it; I’m a chip off the old block


I’d rather be that than called hot, saying what the game wants





In these densely layered lines you see—and hear—Dialect luxuriating in sound and letting that sound lead him to meaning. His theme is what Jay Z identifies in Decoded as “the most familiar subject in the history of rap—why I’m dope.” What distinguishes the verse, though, is Dialect’s demonstration of that dopeness through the accretion of sound and image. The opening lines nearly hiss at us with their dominant s-sound. He follows that up with a jigsaw puzzle of multisyllabic rhymes, the Australian pronunciation “aluMINium” followed by “dominions” and “idioms” before ending in the familiar s-sound with “simian.” Then the p’s take over—“primitive predicament,” “pre-eliminate, ” “precipitating prohibited.” The s briefly returns—“superior,” “serious,” “sibilance,” “spit.” Then the c’s close things out—“committed, continuous come with it, you cynic.” Across this sonic tapestry of alliteration, shards of image cut through, like the uninhibited hymns Dialect spits in the infinite. Moments like this tether us to meaning and keep the verse from surrendering to sound alone. Listen to the verse and you can hear Dialect playing with rhyme and assonance, consonance and alliteration, with and against the beat. He’s bouncing syllables and sounds off one another with joyous abandon. It’s the perfect lyric to teach—and I only had to travel eight thousand miles to discover it.


Hip Hop Is Worldwide


Sometimes the rhymes find you. One spring morning in 2015 I dropped by the University of Colorado Boulder English department’s mailroom to discover a large box with my name on it. The package showed signs of a long and difficult voyage: A cluster of foreign stamps clung to the cardboard, which was pulling away at the sides to reveal a glimpse of more cardboard beneath. It was postmarked from Warsaw, Poland, and nearly two months had passed since the sender had shipped it. I took it to my office and finished the work of opening it up.


Inside, I found a lacquered black gift box, and inside of that, a handsome book with the image of a microphone on its face, much like the microphone on the jacket of The Anthology of Rap. Though I can’t read Polish, it didn’t take much to decipher the book’s title: Antologia Polskiego Rapu. The Anthology of Polish Rap. Flipping through it, I saw words I couldn’t understand but a form that I could: rap verses, carefully transcribed and lovingly rendered—hundreds of pages, testifying to a rich history of rap in a place far removed from the South Bronx of hip hop’s birth.


Searching the rest of the box, I found a second book, a critical study of rap, as well as a typed letter—in English—from a Polish scholar named Tomasz Kukolowicz. The letter graciously thanked me for the work I had done on hip-hop poetics and proposed a potential collaboration to explore the connections between rap in English and rap in Polish. That collaboration has now begun. We’re building a consortium of artists and scholars from around the globe, brought together for the common purpose of understanding how rap works in Farsi and French, in Swahili and Swedish.


Of course, you don’t have to have written a book about hip hop to encounter rap music in travels overseas. On a May 24, 2016, visit to Vietnam, President Barack Obama took a question from a young woman in the audience during a youth summit at Ho Chi Minh City.


“I’m a rapper,” said Hàng Lâm Trang Anh, who goes by the name Suboi on the mic. “Hip hop is not just for a certain people. For me, an Asian girl, it’s a way to express myself.”


She performed a few bars for the audience, with the president briefly beatboxing.


“Well, that was good. See there? That was pretty good,” President Obama said.


Suboi went on to ask the president about his impressions of hip hop’s importance to culture, and in particular the value of women rapping.


“To answer your question—look, the arts are important. Artistic expression is important,” President Obama said. “Music, poetry, representations of life as it is and how it should be, those are the things that inspire people. And one of the most important things about art is that it teaches you to not just think about yourself, but it puts you in the head of other people. So you start realizing somebody else’s pain or somebody else’s hopes. And you start realizing that we have more in common.


“Something like rap, which started as the expression of poor African Americans, now suddenly has become a global phenomenon and is really the art form of most young people around the world today in a lot of ways,” he continued. “And imagine if at the time that rap was starting off that the government had said, No, because some of the things you say are offensive, or some of the lyrics are rude, or you’re cursing too much. That connection that we’ve seen now in hip-hop culture around the world wouldn’t exist. So, you’ve got to let people express themselves. That’s part of what a modern twenty-first-century culture is all about.”


President Obama, Jay Z’s most famous fan, has gauged hip hop’s potential just about right. Rap is needful expression even when—maybe especially when—it shakes things up. With the advance of digital technology, now even more people have the capacity to use rap to do just that. It’s never been easier to produce high-quality recordings and make them available to prospective listeners. Of course, I don’t mean to suggest that we’re living in some sort of postcorporate era in hip hop. As recent studies suggest, the vast majority of music revenue goes to a handful of artists. As of 2014, the top 1 percent of artists accounted for 77 percent of total revenue from recorded music. Simply putting your music out into the world is no guarantee that people will find it or, if they find it, will want to hear it. Improved tools of production should not be equated with improved access. We still need to find a way to pay artists fairly for the fruits of their labors.


The world needs rap’s voice. Youth movements need a soundtrack, need collaboration between rap celebrities and the everyday people who have always made social movements happen. Entertainers and athletes have long been the most visible Americans, even in invisible times. When these figures speak out on political and social issues, their voices carry far. We need hip hop’s voices now more than ever.
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