
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Also by Donna-Claire Chesman

			The Book of Mac: Remembering Mac Miller

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A PERMUTED PRESS BOOK

			 

			Crybaby:

			The Artists Who Shaped Emo Rap

			© 2025 by Donna-Claire Chesman

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			ISBN: 978-1-63758-802-4

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-63758-803-1

			 

			Cover art by Jim Villaflores

			Cover image by Adreeonah Toro

			Interior design and composition by Greg Johnson, Textbook Perfect

			 

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			 

			[image: ]

			Permuted Press, LLC

			New York • Nashville

			permutedpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For every generation of crybabies.

		

	
		
			What Is Emo Rap?

			Sean “Slug” Daley (rapper, Atmosphere): I invented the term “emo rap” in, like, 1998 in an interview for URB. It was an interview about Deep Puddle Dynamics, and someone paid a publicist and we got a piece in URB, written by Dave Thompkins, and he was asking the four of us random questions and made the piece a collage of our answers. He asked me to describe what our style of rap sounds like, and I said: “Cynical, minimalistic, emo rap.” That’s what I do, and that’s what I bring to the table.

			Then, I started using the phrase a lot. I worked in record stores and all the emo, we were just putting it in punk. Sunny Day Real Estate would go into punk. So, to me, “emo rap” was funny. It ended up sticking! I lived to regret it, because it became a way to disparage us. People started using it as a way to belittle us—almost like, “That’s not real hip-hop, that’s emo rap.”

			Tom Breihan (author, senior editor, Stereogum): I honestly don’t know what emo rap is. I’m not sure it can be counted as a genre, necessarily. It’s a term I’ve shied away from using—all rap music is emotional, even if it’s the most cold, calculating music. There is emotion behind that. As far as I know, the thing that came to be known as emo rap is part of an outgrowth of late ’90s, early 2000s, where just as straight-up emo, none of the people wanted that genre to be applied to them.

			Cat Zhang (music critic): For me, it’s associated with a kind of pessimistic worldview—Juice WRLD comes to mind.

			Taz Taylor (Internet Money founder and producer): It’s the content. If it’s really emotional and people are talking about their problems—I don’t know how to explain it. It’s that 2000s pop-punk shit. The beats and music get updated. We combine rap with pop-punk and that’s what it is. Same content they was talking about [in the 2000s]. It comes down to lyrics, ultimately. If I give someone a guitar, it doesn’t mean they’re making an emo song.

			Ivie Ani (journalist, cultural critic, and on-air correspondent): I look at emo rap as this subgenre of hip-hop that is fused with rock music. Millennials are more familiar with that emo rock music era of the early 2000s, and emo rap came about in the mid-2010s and the proliferation of SoundCloud. As far as content, emo rap is about young people expressing themselves and talking about heavy themes: depression, drug use, loneliness, nihilism, even suicide. But, I would venture that there’s always been some semblance of that type of rap, since the beginning of hip-hop. These elements existed in hip-hop before the emo genre existed.

			Matthew Strauss (music critic): Singing about self-deprecation and worse at times: self-harm. Auto-Tuned, melodic singing, in rap parlance, with a rap beat—although that’s not so necessary.

			A-Trak (DJ, president of Fool’s Gold Records): Emo rap mainly has melodies that were inspired by a certain era of emo rock. There were certainly other attributes: a certain vulnerability and subject matter. But for me, it’s the melodies first. I was never really into the emo rock groups that inspired this, so these sensibilities aren’t really my thing in the first place, but I got used to that coming into the language of hip-hop.

			Colin Joyce (music critic): There are a couple different definitions. One is: there’s no such thing as emo rap. The other is: all rap is emo rap. I’m not sure which I believe more! The genre the term refers to is a SoundCloud development in the mid-2010s, but I see it as a pretty linear development of a lot of stuff that is built into rap from inception. A lot of rap is about pain and bringing out that emotional expression in ways that feel fresh and new. People talk about the use of samples and mall-goth guitars. In a broad sense, I think of the term as a continuation of what’s always happened in rap, and more specifically: rappers on SoundCloud in the 2010s.

			Emma Garland (music critic): Emo always seems to be attached to genres that are more traditionally masculine. It originally came as a descriptor on the back of hardcore, and then there were bands articulating themselves in a more “feminine” way: higher pitched vocals, sensitive lyrics, and the delivery was sort of “hysterical.” I think it’s the same with emo rap as well. The stylistic choices and the way people articulate themselves feels feminine, in a traditional sense, to the mass audience. On a more blatant level, it’s rappers who have been raised on noughties emo, and then mashed those sensibilities together.

			Paul Thompson (music critic): It has to either be first-person, or be the kind of writing that is nominally a third-person thing, but everyone knows you’re writing about a girl or something. It has to feel diaristic. You have to feel, as the listener, as if you are entering into some sort of intimate exchange with the artist, where they are revealing something and hoping to connect with you. Of course, this is a type of posturing, but it scans differently from the type of posturing of, “I’m the better MC than you.”

			Hanif Abdurraqib (author, A Little Devil in America ): So often, emo as a genre or aesthetic, is something that hinges on emotional sensitivity that is usually expressed through straight men. It had less to do with a sound, and more to do with the impulse to define or put emotions in a box. For me, there’s been emotional sensitivity in rap for as long as I’ve listened to rap. I don’t know if there are folks who are specialists. LL Cool J, at one point, was perhaps an early adopter of the benefits reaped by exuberant expression of emotions.

			midwxst (rapper): Emo rap is a subgenre of hip-hop where a lot of the topics are very, very personal. You listen to it if you want to relate to what somebody’s going through. You could throw on a song by an emo rapper, and that song would hit different for you—if you’re going through something, it could be a comfort. You can relate to what you’re listening to! Not a lot of artists can explain the feeling of being alone. It’s very vulnerable.

			Pranav Trewn (music critic): There’s the strict literalism of emotional rap, which plenty of rap is emotional. Geto Boys, Biggie. There’s plenty of emotion and talk of mental health. Then, on the flip side, there’s the stereotype of emo rap, that’s the Juice WRLDs of the world. Something closer to pop punk, and in the most negative light, the immature outburst of emotion. I would include both of those pillars in my definition, and Kid Cudi is the clearest embodiment of the, “You’ll know it when you hear it” in emo rap. The definition really comes down to personal struggle as the guiding light of their work. There’s rap that seeks to empower, and emo rap is about meeting you where you are a little more closely.

		

	
		
			Intro: 2017

			I’m shivering on a riverside park bench in New Jersey. Spring hasn’t quite taken hold. There’s snow on the green landing, and the water seen from the lookout point is more a series of frozen ribbons. I turn to my buddy—one day, many years from now, he’ll be the best man at my wedding—and he shows me his phone.

			“Have you heard of Lil Peep?” he asks.

			YouTube is loaded up and the video for a song called “witchblades” plays on mute. It’s like being offered a rare curio. In the video, Peep and Lil Tracy dance in an alley and in a cramped bedroom. It’s lo-fi. There’s flashes of thin chains, and brown liquor, and switchblades. They look like they’re having a blast. My buddy clicks the sound up and what I hear is transfixing. Dramatic piano notes match right up to Peep’s chanting, “switchblades, cocaine.” The production is slight—just the essentials of a bottomed-out bass line and skittering claps to accompany the melody, if you can call it that. My buddy watches me watch in silence, unaware my brain is being terraformed.

			The song ends. My buddy says, certainly, that this music makes no sense and why does anyone listen to this stuff anyway? It’s a good question, but not for the reasons he thinks. I ask him where he found Peep, and he tells me his songs are big on SoundCloud. That makes sense. We get food and drinks and part ways for the night. I tuck into bed hours later, and search up Lil Peep on my phone. I find a mixtape called crybaby. I queue it up and hear a tender roll call for a generation: “she says I’m a crybaby.…” And it’s not that it clicks instantly, but it hooks into my skin. I try to avoid the itch, even try to consider the music kind of lame, but I keep coming back. Eventually, I listen to crybaby every night for a month.

			One night, splayed out in my bed with nowhere to go and nothing to do, I find “star shopping” and I well up in tears at the track’s desperation. “Can I get one conversation at least?” is the backbone of a hymn. The sparse guitar strumming and dejected singing leaves enough room for a personal narrative to emerge. I remember every breakup at once. They flatten me and I cry some more, and I listen to the song again. It’s a tipped dart—I never stood a chance. Things start to connect from there. I open myself up to the idea that Lil Peep might just be the voice of a lonely generation.

			Summer hits, and the video for “Awful Things” comes out in August. This power-pop-meets-emo-rap ballad, this thing, confirms for me that Lil Peep is about to be the biggest artist alive. His youthful whispers have matured into arena-sized howls. “Bother me / Tell me awful things” is a Madison Square Garden–sized emotion born from a bedroom genre. The video, set in a high school where Peep is a delinquent loverboy meeting his crush in a crusty, strobing bathroom, ends with Peep setting himself and the whole school on fire. He stands center-frame, in a heartbroken inferno, ready to fall in love all over again. The video and song are just a hair over three minutes—I am convinced this is the pinnacle of rap cinema.

			In November, when Lil Peep’s death first breaks one night on Twitter, I stay up all night refreshing my feed and waiting for an official source to confirm the clout-chasing gossip blogs are all wrong. It never comes. Too stunned to cry, I will myself to sleep. The next morning, I loop up “Save That Shit” as a companion for a cold morning walk. I angrily mutter some lyrics to myself: “nothing like them other motherfuckers, I can make you rich.” Despite my insistence, he doesn’t come back to life. When I realize Peep’s death is permanent, it swallows me up and the tears come as I’m standing on the sidewalk. The chill cuts my face. The more I sob, the more the oncoming winter wind grates my skin. All the while I have “Fuck my life, can’t save that, girl” blaring through my earbuds. I think of the cord connecting me to my iPod as an IV.

			The thing about emo rap is that it’s my music. It’s a massive sigh of relief. When Lil Peep’s songs first flooded my veins, I had no idea the genre would become a focal point of my tastes and obsessions. This stuff was whiny, base, and quiet. Those early Peep singles had no pomp. They were disarming and meek, yet the emotions were elemental. They consumed me. To this day, I see flashes of my ugliest memories in crybaby, and I feel less alone. And that’s the point of emo, right? To be your friend when you don’t really know how to make any, and to help you feel better when being alive feels like wearing hand-me-down clothes.

		

	
		
			Atmosphere Gives Emo Rap Its Name

			Slug: When I was making God Loves Ugly, I was starting to realize there might just be a job here. Prior, I didn’t have any hopes that this was gonna translate into a career. I was hobby-rapping because people were letting me. The money that was coming in was enough to support the habit and to keep rapping—none of us were paying our bills. Myself, Ant, Musab, Saddiq, we all worked side jobs. Saddiq and me had just opened up a record store, and were trying to figure out how to make that work, while working side jobs, while writing.

			We did a tour off Lucy Ford, while I was making God Loves Ugly. That tour brought in some money to supplement our incomes. That’s when we thought we had something. I might have cracked a certain code. It was me, J-Bird, Eyedea, Abilities. I went out every night, mingling and mixing, meeting everyone and going to all the radio stations. I was going to all the record stores, trying to meet people. I enjoyed it. Here I was, one step closer to all these things I loved as a kid. It was bringing me closer to people who were doing all these things I wanted to do.

			All of that friendliness translated into people buying my tapes and supporting us, and playing my tapes on their radio shows. Woah! Okay.… We weren’t really in the industry yet. I was just starting to toy with the idea of publicity. I was touring the Lucy Ford stuff when I met Kathryn Frazier from Biz 3. People who were in the industry way further than me—I liked who they were and what they were doing. I was just making friends.

			While I’m doing this, on my off-time I’m recording the songs with Ant that would become God Loves Ugly. All of these songs were informed by the people we met while touring. Some of these people responded to the Lucy Ford stuff. “Wow, you’re talking about being insecure, but also are confident at the same time?” I was just nodding like a bobblehead. I didn’t know I was putting that into Lucy Ford. I was just writing what I felt.

			Here I am getting confidence boosts but also getting shit on by some of my peers for making more emo-style rap. I had defensive reactions to getting shit on—and to receiving compliments. I was touring, I was trying to wrap my head around what I was, and I was a lost dad. I was on the road, missing my kid at home, even though I was a part-time dad. This was all very confusing as a twenty-eight-year-old. In my mind, what was expected of me was to have a full-time job, mortgage, and some insurance for the kid. I did not have any of that. I barely finished high school.

			Hitting the road and seeing these places that were not like where I was from—New York, versus Memphis, versus Alabama. It was a lot for me to take in, while also missing what I thought I was supposed to become. I didn’t see any of this in me in real-time. This is all hindsight. All of that went into what I was writing on God Loves Ugly. That is the difference between God Loves Ugly and Overcast! Overcast! was very short-sighted. When I made God Loves Ugly, I had experiences outside of my city, outside of my country. It made me realize how special Minneapolis was. I grew up as a small kid who saw the world as a giant, scary place. I realized I’m actually a big kid, and the world is small. That informed God Loves Ugly. That’s why you can hear me go from insecure to overconfident. It all was true.

			I’ll tell you what, the boogeyman at twenty-eight, thirty-eight, forty-eight, forty-nine, where I am now, it’s being alone. It’s the idea of, I’m gonna die at some point and when I do, I don’t want to die how my father died. He was by himself. When the EMTs arrived, he was already gone. He called 911, but by the time they got there, he didn’t make it. It was just his cats. That’s the fear. Still, to this day—I don’t mean to cry.…

			I had this partner, and even though the two of us never wanted to compromise and make life easier for each other, because we were both very stubborn, she taught me a lot about what I was, and who I could be. I had a great mom, too, who instilled a lot of great shit in me. But watching my partner, in real-time, put everybody before herself, that really gave me a lot of insight into how to approach life. We were sleeping in people’s apartments after shows, so being able to make sure everybody I was surrounded by, if I couldn’t take care of them, at least make sure they feel good.

			I was surrounded by opportunists, and I decided to become the opposite. God Loves Ugly was informed by keeping myself open to learning from people about how to be. A lot of times, we teach young artists to be opportunists, and I wonder if that’s the way. When we toured God Loves Ugly, I realized there was a magnet inside of me that drew me to good people, and drew the good people to me. That was the era of my life where I could’ve went off the rails. I could’ve been a really sad story. One of the stories you tell to scare young artists. But there was a magnet in me that drew me to a different kind of person. A person who wanted to be a part of the sum, as opposed to a sum of the parts. For me to encounter that at thirty and realize that’s the way I wanted to go…that’s the universe working. If things had lined up for me at twenty-two, I would’ve been a bad story.

			I was considering the long game, considering what I wanted to be for my son. Even when I was in Minneapolis during God Loves Ugly, I was crashing on couches. I wasn’t nomadic—that’s too poetic. I had money in my pocket to stay in a hotel, but I wasn’t ready to figure out where or how I wanted to live. That record dropped, we started touring, and I went into this pocket of booze, loneliness, and trying to cure that loneliness with booze. I threw a lot of myself into random companionship because I just wanted to sit next to someone.

			There was definitely an angel over me, keeping me safe through all that. It wasn’t that long of a stint, either. People who listen to our music have a romanticized idea of what this was for me. But when I look at how long it lasted, compared to how long my career has lasted, it was a smaller portion. By the time I lost my hair, I was like, “Yo, I gotta start taking care of myself.” It’s interesting for me to sit here and think about it, but God Loves Ugly was the height of being fueled by insecurity. I was just a loose meteor floating through the galaxy. Definitely there was a destination I was heading for. I don’t think I ever thought, I’m gonna crash.

			***

			A chorus of children chanting, “You’re so ugly.” Scars, toxicity, and dysfunctional relationships with women. Self-hatred galore. These are the flourishes that define rap duo Atmosphere’s God Loves Ugly, the album that helped codify emo rap. Released on Rhymesayers Entertainment in June 2002, this was the waxy seal of potential for a genre named mostly in jest. God Loves Ugly took the intense self-deprecation of emo rock, soaked it in cheap beer and self-loathing, and wrung it out across a series of singular hip-hop productions.

			“Back when I made God Loves Ugly, I was just making what I made,” Atmosphere’s rapper Slug tells me a few weeks after the album’s twentieth anniversary. “I was doing my best to make something that felt right and honest to me, that felt like I wasn’t being fake. I wanted to be genuine. I’m projecting who I want to be into my art. At the same time, I can’t over-project. I have to be genuine.”

			By the time God Loves Ugly came out, Atmosphere had landed finally on the match of Sean “Slug” Daley and DJ-producer Anthony “Ant” Davis. Coming up on the underground indie scene in Minneapolis, the first proper Atmosphere album, 1997’s Overcast!, was a series of narrative exercises. Rigorous touring helped Atmosphere become one of the faces of the Midwest underground rap scene. “Slug wasn’t just rapping about his emotions,” says author and Stereogum senior editor Tom Breihan. “He was rapping about his own inadequacy and his dysfunctional relationships. That’s the stuff the emo bands of this time were talking about—he was touring the same venues of those bands. He existed in this quasi-indie-rock context.”

			Atmosphere’s swerve towards emo rap began at the turn of the century with the Lucy Ford: The Atmosphere EPs. These acetic songs hooked into the underground scene of Minneapolis, and kicked off the touring machine that still fuels Atmosphere to this day, but they weren’t as transfixing as the first-person revelations that would come in God Loves Ugly.

			“I was trying to do what my heroes had done,” Slug explains. “I made a bunch of songs that people may not have heard somebody else speak to in that way.” Influenced deeply by Geto Boys’ Scarface, Slug set out to write from a tortured perspective. God Loves Ugly is explicit, id-driven, and unnerving, forming a mold for an entire subgenre. The first play of “Fuck You Lucy” codified the whole scene: “Most of this garbage I write that these people seem to like / Is about you and how I let you infect my life.” It’s the type of ex-hating screed that was nurtured by emo rock, refashioned into a wounded dispatch from the Minnesota hip-hop underground. Slug had to be a more-than-competent emcee to get by. Instant skeptics could not be won over by raw emotionality alone. Conviction is the heart of this album. If the self-hate didn’t sound as impassioned and genuine as it did, God Loves Ugly would not have come to define any genre. It would have been a whisper.

			Instead, Slug’s sharp accounts of his abject failure to be a decent human being allowed him to open a door for a generation of rap artists to shine a light on the lamer aspects of their lives. In 2002, Slug was rapping with a zeal that would suggest his life was on the line, while lashing himself in the process. His approach differed from the anguish of the previous generation’s stars: The Notorious B.I.G.’s “Suicidal Thoughts” is as pained as any emo rap highlight, but the late Biggie doesn’t invite the same personal takedown we see blossoming with Atmosphere. Biggie was an unwavering titan; Slug was a heap of insecurities.

			God Loves Ugly takes place at the bottom of a ravine littered with the rubble of a shattered man. “I look at Scarface or Mobb Deep—they talked about the dark sides of their brains. That’s my version of emo,” Slug says. “When I was doing that, I wasn’t reinventing the wheel. I didn’t create nothing new, but I gave it a name. It’s more than, ‘I feel like this,’ it’s, ‘How do your feelings affect your surroundings?’ I didn’t know that’s what I was writing at the time. I looked at how my generational and childhood traumas affected me, and how I impacted myself. I rapped about it.”

			On these early Atmosphere records, there was no line not worth crossing. It helps that Ant provides the perfect playground for Slug. Singles “GodLovesUgly” and “Modern Man’s Hustle” represented two pieces of the Atmosphere promise: relatability and pop parlance. Here is a needling album, a near-elegant car crash from which you can’t look away—one that makes you feel like it could be you in that driver’s seat. The way Slug writes about his failures, the way he lights himself on fire from song to song, is novel because of just how far he goes in on himself. These songs are gushing lacerations laid to wax with little shame. “When I listen to that record, I have those physical reactions to remembering who I was and where I was when I made it,” Slug says.

			On God Loves Ugly, Slug exists in a rich hip-hop lineage. The album was arresting on impact, with curious critics using Slug’s music as a vehicle to bring up tired readings of rap as unfeeling until this very moment in time. These writers were just shy of the larger point. Slug’s personal irreverence ultimately helped him transcend and make emo rap into something less amorphous and more identifiable. “I don’t want to overstate the novelty of rappers rapping about emo things, about their feelings,” says music critic Paul Thompson. “But what I would term emo rap—and I’m biased because I grew up in the Twin Cities—it is that turn-of-the-century Rhymesayers stuff. That type of personal, psychologically tortured music dates back to, and before, the early Scarface and Geto Boys stuff. In terms of a specific subgenre, I go to Rhymesayers first.”

			Midwest staple Rhymesayers Entertainment was founded in 1995 by Slug, Musab “Sab the Artist” Sadd, and Brent “Siddiq” Sayers. The label arrived on the heels of the dissolution of the underground rap crew Headshots and has gone on to be a beacon of independent hip-hop—and a home for emo rap’s earliest pioneers to thrive. “We’re the little engine that could,” Slug said of the label in a 2015 Forbes interview1 celebrating twenty years of RSE. In addition to Atmosphere, in the early days, the label was home to a handful of critical acts from Minnesota, including duo Eyedea & Abilities, whose 2001 album First Born is an underground gem and a clear precursor to the dour flavor of God Loves Ugly.

			First Born has a dense and literary quality, with the late Eyedea’s battle rap past coloring his deliveries. It feels like the high-minded emo of the nineties, particularly the early Jawbreaker records, which are so tightly coiled. Eyedea unspools a knotty personal philosophy across an hour of songs, laying groundwork for Slug to go even further, even more divergent, and deliver God Loves Ugly’s self-aimed critiques. Rhymesayers was becoming known for headier than heady bar maelstroms: at one point on First Born, Eyedea says, “This is the consciousness revolution,” which isn’t all that uncommon considering how much of rap was and continues to be focused on opening the third eye. Slug’s work helped to personalize the label’s offerings. Where Eyedea appeared as the brains, Atmosphere remains the bleeding heart.

			These days, Slug compares relistening to God Loves Ugly to shuddering, as if he’s noticing all the trauma he’s been carrying in his body. This may be the closest Slug will get to experiencing the intensity of his earlier music from the perspective of a fan in need. “There’s a lot of fans that take just the parts that feel bad so they can drink, listen, and feel bad,” he recounts. Had he made the album today, he “would’ve definitely deposited some gems of looking into therapy, instead of it being so insular.”

			Yet the myopic focus is a massive reason why the album landed and catalyzed emo. God Loves Ugly deals in tension; the album’s logic would fall apart if Slug included an interlude about seeking help. Not that the music suggests he was in any position to do so. Instead, God Loves Ugly uses snippets of dialogue from women who have been antagonized by Slug’s shitty behavior—a project of his own insecurities. “A Song About A Friend” begins with a woman telling Slug he’s a “fucking freak,” and him replying, “What do you mean, freak?” The introduction to “Hair” features similar deprecation, with Slug playing up his own inadequacies. It’s all very desperate, and it works.

			“We made ‘Hair,’ originally, to much darker music,” Slug recalls. “The music Ant gave me was almost haunting—like a horror film. It was one of the first times we tried to incorporate a live instrument. The song itself was harsh. Same lyrics! It was just harsh. It was a throwaway. We probably made forty songs for God Loves Ugly. Over half of the songs we demoed got thrown away. Then, Ant was like, ‘Why don’t we try [“Hair”] over this and say the words in a more fun way.’ Immediately, the jokes were showing themselves.

			“We didn’t know how it would work—there’s nothing very fun about the album. Back then, I used to carry a camcorder around with me. We were playing a show in New York, and we were working the Lucy Ford stuff. We didn’t have much of a set. MF DOOM was playing that night. Outside, after the show, some girls were talking and they were a little drunk and I was like, ‘Hey, say something cool,’ and she said the shit at the beginning of ‘Hair.’ She gave this goofy song an intro, and I didn’t even know it at the time! I had that before we made the song. I found the soundbyte and, ‘Oh, my God! We can put this on the song.’ Now the song works.”

			“Hair” hinged on an intro that was overwhelmingly a negative read of Atmosphere’s cool. Elsewhere, the question of whether Atmosphere, or just Slug himself, was appealing in any way was constantly interrogated. These brief exchanges were emo in their own way based on how borderline goofy they were, but also self-serious. It boasted the “musical and thematic urgency” Andy Greenwald teased out in his critical work on emo rock, Nothing Feels Good.2 The same summer Atmosphere released God Loves Ugly, Greenwald pointed out that emo band Saves The Day was playing Madison Square Garden in New York City. “Emo has broken in America,” Greenwald wrote. “The sensitivity, hooks, and average-guy appeal” of emo rock had its fingerprints all over God Loves Ugly.

			“Slug was rapping about being a dirtbag and a loser in ways that were not new to rap, but were unconventional,” Breihan explains. “Most rap music is about imposing your will on a hostile environment and rising up. Slug’s whole thing was more about ‘Our environment isn’t necessarily hostile, we’re just dudes.… We’re not gonna try to rise up and transcend.’ It was all about getting lost in your own identity as a scumbag.”

			Seediness is baked into Slug’s approach to writing. This stuff is, at its core, distasteful. It harkens back to the way all punk is an expression of being, in some way or another, gross. “For Atmosphere, that self-deprecation was a big, big thing,” Breihan affirms. “Atmosphere’s thing was ‘I’m shittier than you; I’m grosser than you.’”

			A needle-drop test of this album reveals as much. Be it the way each song approaches women—“A place for men to express heartbreak doesn’t mean all those songs have evolved views of women,” Thompson agrees—or the grimy content of “stepping in my cum” that Slug raps about on “The Bass And The Movement.” Or any number of lines, verses, choruses, and bridges. The album is solid, but it is held together by scorned, dark bands and tar from tobacco.

			And yet it is also wildly accessible. Slug’s lack of posturing, and his obviously hurt feelings, invites a certain gaze unto the record—one that pities him for being him. This positioning of Slug as an unfortunately lovable anti-hero colors emo rap for the next two decades. Newer artists following Slug’s canon over the years—Kid Cudi, 6 Dogs, Yung Lean, Lil Peep—used an outcast persona to draw listeners in. Equally exhausting and honest, the outright cringe of God Loves Ugly was foundational.

			“There’s a lot of cringey shit on those old records,” Slug says. “Back then, the cringe was gross. Nowadays, the cringe is corny. But that’s always been part of me. Cringe or not, I’m gonna go for it. It’s always been a risk I’ve been willing to take. I didn’t turn off Slug to be Sean. They’re the same person, but it was very self-aware because I’m a dad, or my mom is paying attention. So with those gross things, you’d always hear me either joking or saying it for a reason. There are some lines that I wish I could erase, because they were ignorant.”

			It would be disingenuous to write about God Loves Ugly without mentioning the hope peering through the darkness. There is a survivor’s instinct permeating the album. For as miserable as Slug appears on wax, there is such a bombast to his voice, it’s hard to imagine him doing anything other than getting through. He accomplishes this dance best on “Lovelife,” where he raps, “Here I am, thinking about death again / Humbles out the stress, helps the breath get in” before getting to the meat of the track. The hook of “Lovelife” is a wrestling match between angels and demons, culminating in Slug’s proverbial freedom once he’s six feet under. The ending chants of “Love / Life” are haunting. They are Slug struggling against the straps of self-loathing.

			This highwire act prevents God Loves Ugly from falling flat with retread themes. The strongest practitioners of the genre bring a definitive sense of personality and perspective to otherwise basic tropes of heartache and women-hating. “The people who reject emo rap, they see it as so forgiving, but I don’t,” Thompson explains. “You are trafficking in personal revelations, those have to be interesting. You can’t skate on style that much, and there’s only so many human experiences. You’re setting out to write a song on heartbreak that’s uniquely interesting, when that’s a huge percentage of the history of recorded music. It’s hard!”

			On God Loves Ugly, Slug was up to the challenge of originality. His writing makes the album stick to the ribs all these years later. The incisive nature of Slug’s first-person accounts helped to turn God Loves Ugly from underground darling into a classic. In June 2022, Tom Breihan covered the album in a twentieth-anniversary piece for Stereogum3 and was just as taken with Slug’s work: “Much of the credit for God Loves Ugly belongs to Slug, a gifted writer who rapped charismatically about his lack of charisma and who carried conviction in his voice even when describing crippling dysfunction.”

			“It was a very, very good rap album that came out as a product of this underground that was just bubbling at the time,” Breihan tells me a few weeks after the piece was published. “This was Scribble Jam, after Eminem’s fame, and Atmosphere came from that context of Midwestern underground. They connected with scenes elsewhere—they had El-P on Lucy Ford, and they had connections with MURS and all that. So this was an underground scene that people who liked indie rock could recognize, because it had the same sort of ethos.”

			God Loves Ugly endures because of Slug’s intensity and sincerity. One of the first lines on the record basks in dirtbag insecurity—“Maybe you don’t like us,” which is followed a few songs later by sampling the lyric “she still wonders why I’m so insecure”—and yet this record is not inherently off-putting. Slug’s diaristic approach to writing and his unquantifiable, uncanny charisma makes the album welcoming. It’s that “Ah, finally!” moment for droves of fans who evidently saw themselves in the rapper’s countless failings. This was rap music for losers who wanted to feel at least a little built up before the inevitable fall. That, too, makes this record so emo. The album gives listeners the sense they’re holding something precious, just for them, and it helps build a lifelong relationship between them and Atmosphere. Here, emo rap becomes just as much about the music, as it is about the connection the listener develops to the art and the artist.

			“It’s crazy to me that God Loves Ugly is the one,” Slug remarks. “It was recorded on an eight-track. The sounds are just really—it almost sounds like something your friends made. If you put it next to other albums in 2002, it does not sound as full or big. It’s lo-fi, not that we were trying to make something lo-fi. We were making something as hi-fi as we could. There’s an aesthetic there that is attractive.

			“A lot of God Loves Ugly, you’re hearing the version of the song we gave birth to. We just handed you the baby. The writing on that album captured me in my late twenties. It would speak to people, if they’re in the right part of their life, there’s something that gets captured in that record that we didn’t capture in any other of our albums. It’s a confusion and a searching, trying to figure out something. That’s a common thing that goes across genders, races…that feeling of trying to figure out your shit before you die. That speaks to people.”

			Good emo rap does not attempt to be groundbreaking. These are not new stories—they never will be. The most effective emo rap, the enduring stuff, is the most sincere and often lamest version of an act. When an artist sets out to write a song, and they discover something unexpected and scary in themselves, and then share that with the listener, that’s the spark. When the listener sinks into an Atmosphere song for the first or fiftieth time and is startled by what they see in themselves, that’s the magic. Emo rap does not obscure the performing artist—it doesn’t ride away on the angst of “I’m so sad right now,” ignoring any other substance—fundamentally, it is a revelatory genre. It makes the artist and the listener ask pertinent and challenging questions, consciously or otherwise. It unveils the ugliest parts of people for the—we hope—greater good.

			“We play shows and there’s sixteen-year-olds and fifty-six-year-olds out there,” Slug says. “I’m looking at younger people like, What the fuck are you here for? I get it, this is speaking to them. They’re hearing it.”

			Within connection is commercial appeal, however small in comparison to what emo rap would become by the late 2010s. “There are a lot of songs on God Loves Ugly that have different approaches, and they’re all potential hits,” Thompson says. “They’re the college radio, club circuit level of hit, and they’re all pretty emo.” Breihan opens his anniversary piece with a similar sentiment: “Once upon a time, I fucked around and convinced myself that ‘The Bass And The Movement,’ the second song on Atmosphere’s album God Loves Ugly, could be a hit.” Both of these points identify the potential for emo rap to reach critical mass, though it wouldn’t truly happen until 2017 when Lil Uzi Vert’s “XO Tour Llif3” hit the Billboard Hot 100 and got people dancing to a suicidal smash.

			In 2018, the Chicago Reader’s Leor Galil penned “How Atmosphere accidentally predicted Juice Wrld.” 4 The headline speaks for itself, capturing the way music evolves and how the shouts of one become the cries of many: “The new class of emo rappers—the ones who also get called Soundcloud rappers—actually make music that owes a debt to Atmosphere, whether they know it or not.”

			“My music, Scarface’s music, and Juice WRLD’s music…all three of us, you could trace it back to people caught up in a cycle of self-medicating,” Slug explains when I ask him about the article. “It’s just people trying to figure out how to feel okay in this world. I have a feeling Juice WRLD never heard an Atmosphere song in his life—and I wouldn’t fault him for that! I don’t think we’re connected to Juice WRLD in any way other than how people chose to use our music.”

			The impact of an Atmosphere record, or a hit from the late Juice WRLD, then, must be the same. Whether you’re wallowing in cheap booze or in the whir of a ceiling fan that soundtracks the suburban bedroom malaise, or some in-between point that feels just as destructive, people scream Juice WRLD lyrics for the same reason they nod along to Atmosphere songs: it feels right.

			“For around fifteen years now, ‘emo rap’ has been applied to a long string of artists, many of them radically different from one another,” Galil wrote. “But the unwitting early-2000s originators of the subgenre and today’s Lil Xans and Lil Peeps have a few things in common: They’ve all made music that exposes surprising vulnerability, they’ve all borrowed from punk aesthetics, and they’ve all launched their careers underground, sometimes in reaction to mainstream hip-hop trends.”

			Galil’s 2018 assessment of emo rap echoes a key point Jon Caramanica hit on in 2004, something that would resonate with emo rap artists and fans—at least in the early days of their success, before the majors got involved and streaming took hold of music distribution—for the next twenty years: “The career path of these artists is decidedly punk: low-budget albums, self-booked tours.”

			Speaking with music writer Danielle Chelosky, Caramanica’s sentiments continue to ring true: “Lil Peep came up through Gothboiclique, which is a DIY music collective, which is so punk! Also, the way Peep behaved with all his friends, and trying to bring them up with him—that is so sincere. Juice WRLD also started off independent. That’s why they’re considered emo, and that matters.”

			Still, the sound of an Atmosphere record has little to do with Juice WRLD and Lil Peep’s gothic piano and blaring guitar, their emphasis on melody and the ever-important wail. Emo rap was codified with God Loves Ugly, but that does not make the definition any more immediate to a casual or seasoned listener. Emo rap remains nebulous, narrowed down by the proverbial moment you puke after being punched in the gut. “Emo has blown up and become this whole other beast now, but all music is emotional,” Breihan says. “I find [emo rap] to be a term of limited usefulness that now seems to cover less of an aesthetic thing, but more of a culture. There is an emo universe.”

			Within the universe of emo Breihan identifies, there is the supplemental question of how this music is being received by those who need it most. The people who struggle with depression or substance abuse—are they hearing God Loves Ugly and finding validation in Slug, or a cautionary tale? As the originator of emo rap as we know it, Slug finds a need to divorce himself from a majority of God Loves Ugly, for his own sake. “I don’t think the music is a hall pass to get blackout drunk,” he reflects. “But more so, when they are getting drunk, they play this record. To me, that creates a bond between this music and that behavior. When they break that pattern of behavior, what happens to the music? I know what it means to me: I have left that album behind. All the songs I still perform at shows, I choose them intentionally. I am not performing them from the space of who I was twenty years ago.”

			Whether Slug’s estimations are correct, whether the record gives license to listeners to make bad decisions, his ability to reflect on a twenty-year-old album is rare within a genre ravaged by drug-related deaths, untimely passings, and gun violence. Emo rap artists largely do not get the opportunity to speak from a mature perspective on their work. There is no chance to reflect for Lil Peep, Juice WRLD, 6 Dogs, and XXXTentacion. These artists do not get the privilege of growing up and growing out of their work as Slug has, and perhaps that makes their music even more precious within the context of how raw and ultimately unformed the releases are. There is a sense, when listening to late artists’ catalogs, listeners stand at a threshold that has been bricked off by circumstance. It hurts not to know what’s next, but we can at least relish in where this music came from.
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