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Def Jam’s first major star, LL Cool J, is one of the most influential rappers in hip-hop history. Here, he receives an NAACP Image Award in March 2011.
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A Hip-hop Constant


It’s hard to believe now, but there was a time when hip-hop had barely any clout. It’s just a fleeting fad, the skeptics said. Like disco music, hip-hop will fade away after a brief moment in the sun. 


That prediction could have come true were it not for a small but dedicated few who believed in hip-hop. These people—artists, promoters, break-dancers, and general fans—presumed that the success of a Top 40 hit like “Rapper’s Delight” in 1979 was no fluke. For every recognized pioneer like Afrika Bambaataa, DJ Kool Herc, and Grandmaster Flash, they thought a dozen more DJs and rappers waited in the wings.


Few believed more in hip-hop’s potential crew who founded an independent label called Jam in 1984. This small troop of artists and busi nessmen dared to imagine a brand of hip-hop that was not just for themselves and a limited audience in New York City, but for people everywhere.
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Many experts believe that construction of the Cross-Bronx Expressway (top) and of large housing projects like Co-Op City (left) during the 1960s had a negative effect on the Bronx neighborhood of New York City. By the early 1970s the poverty and crime rates in the Bronx were among the highest in the United States. Hip-hop music emerged in the devastated South Bronx during the mid-1970s.





A FRESH-FACED BUNCH


Maybe youth was a factor in the bold faith of this small hip-hop core. After all, it’s often the young who believe in something before the mainstream catches on. In the case of Def Jam, nobody among the original group was older than 21, with the exception of 27-year-old cofounder Russell Simmons. The first Def Jam office was actually housed in a New York University college dorm, where Simmons’s business partner, Rick Rubin, lived and (sometimes) studied. Rubin’s pals, the Beastie Boys, were also collegeaged at the time. And rounding out this fresh-faced bunch was LL Cool J, all of 16 years old.




FAST FACT


Afrika Bambaataa, a DJ from the South Bronx, defined the “four elements” of hip-hop culture as DJ’ing, MC’ing, b-boying (break-dancing), and graffiti writing.





As young as they were, the Def Jam crew played a huge part in leading hip-hop out of the underground and into the mainstream. Once a musical genre confined to the New York City neighborhoods of Queens, Brooklyn, and the Bronx, rap is now worldwide, touching nearly every major city and recorded in as many as 30 languages.


No longer just a brand of music, hip-hop is a culture that influences everything from art and dance to fashion and journalism. The seeds that Def Jam planted helped produce a harvest that surprised everyone—everyone, that is, except the label’s creators.


“LOUDER, BOLDER, COLDER”


A lot has changed since Russell Simmons and Rick Rubin launched their label. Change was more or less inevitable, as all styles of music, rap included, are in a state of flux. A generational gap thus stands between today’s fans and the “b-boys” and “turntablists” of the late 1970s. Many Rick Ross and Kanye West fans, for example, have never heard of EPMD or Slick Rick. Yet the company that connects these artists and their music eras is known by preteens and 50-somethings alike. Def Jam bridges “then” and “now” like no other rap label.


How did a label last so long in the face of continually changing trends in popular music? Several factors lie behind Def Jam’s success, but most obvious is the label’s steady commitment to authentic music that describes real life. From the release of the first Def Jam single, “I Need a Beat” by LL Cool J, to today’s recordings, the music has been honest and in-your-face.


Some Def Jam records attracted genre classifications like “hard-core” or “gangsta rap,” but the label wasn’t limited by any specific sound or genre. It was more about a general attitude that was always streetwise and honest about the urban experience.


“You can always recognize a Def Jam record back in the day,” said singer/songwriter and rapper Kid Rock. “A Def Jam record was always louder, bolder, colder than the rest. Being on Def Jam meant you spoke your mind.” That kind of honesty attracted a good share of controversy, which never bothered Simmons or Rubin or their successors. “We’re gonna make what we want,” is how one Def Jam employee, Bill Adler, explained his label’s approach.




HARDER THAN HARDCORE


As hip-hop and Def Jam grew in size and influence, so did distinctive genres within the music. Some styles were based on geographical region, such as East Coast, West Coast, and Southern hip-hop. Other styles were known for their subject matter or musical approach. One of the most popular rap genres is hardcore hip-hop, known for its hard-hitting sounds and lurid, gritty descriptions of urban life.


Def Jam did not invent hard-core hip-hop—the trio Run-D.M.C. usually claims that distinction. Nor did it corner the market. But some of the most successful hardcore rappers called Def Jam home. Among the most hardcore acts were EPMD and Public Enemy, who recorded most of their albums during the 1980s; Onyx and DMX, who flourished during the 1990s; and Jay-Z and Young Jeezy, stars of the 2000s and beyond.
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