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preface

getting hip


I know your type. This is the worst nightmare. Ive dreamed of this on the subway. If you werent a journalist youd never be invited to anything hip.

LOU REED








The proper way to read this book, of course, is from the back, checking to see if your name is in the index. If it is not there (and lets face it, what are the chances?), my apologies. Somehow your hang time at the Six Gallery in North Beach or Northsix in Williamsburg, your matted coif or ironic eyeglasses, your collection of white-label vinyl or Bukowski first editions, fell through one of the many holes in this book. Perhaps the hip guy you knew in high school or wished you knew at the needle exchange is not in here, either. Hip is an elusive thing, and sometimes must be its own reward. Take comfort that you are in good company. If all the hipsters omitted from these pages were gathered together, they could fill the back room of Maxs Kansas City from now until the next Velvet Underground reunion. With luck, no one would pay his or her tab, and only a sucker would eat the chickpeas.


If you are in the index, another sort of apology is in order. This is not a conventional history, faithfully reporting the experiences of the people who lived it. Instead, it is a history of a public perception, which by its nature is sometimes awry. Its distortions are part of what makes hip. If you think of Eric Dolphy onstage at the Five Spot, or Rakim writing rhymes in Long Island, you might imagine that they are thinking very hip thoughts, but it is this imagination, and the actions that arise from it, that determine hips course. Hip is a romantic idea, not a catalog of facts. The accounts of lives and events in this book are intended to capture these myths, noting when necessary how far they stray from the facts. Hips truths are literary but not always literal.


Ive chosen to tell this history through public figures not because they are hipper than other peopleno one who has seen Bob Dylan blow Hava Nagila on the Lubavitcher Hasidim telethon can believe in the infallibility of celebritiesbut because the public perception of their hipness affects so many people at once. The celebrities are just focal points for broader phenomena. Hip: The History is about the waves that ripple through the big pond, not the composition of the stone that causes the wave. In truth, many of these celebrated figures led melancholy and isolated liveship to think about, but tough for those who lived them. Someday more advanced pharmacology may make hip obsolete. In the meantime, there is perhaps just one way to reconcile Neal Cassadys decision to freeze to death beside a railroad track in Mexico with the actions of those who followed him on the road, drawn by their image of him as a wild, yea-saying overburst of American joyand that is to note that hips history, and the world we live in, proceeds from that misperception, not from the reality of Mexican cold.


Like other histories, this book indulges in the cheat of hindsight. In judging what is hip and what is not, Ive sided with things that shaped or predicted whatever came next. This is admittedly a form of cherry picking: nothing is easier than identifying prescience in the past. Thus, Keith Butler, the Brit folkie who screamed Judas! when Dylan played electric at a 1966 concert in Manchester, does not have a place in this book, but Jim Carrollwho can be heard on the Velvet Undergrounds Live at Maxs Kansas City asking, Is that a down? What is it? A Tuinal? Give me it immediatelywill forever belong in hips lore. History abandoned the acoustic purists, but smiled on urban poets with an appetite for pills. And so, therefore, did hip.


But enough about other people. After seeing that your name is not in the index, how are you supposed to proceed? With a grudge. After all, hip is a competitive sport. The proper reason to read this book is for the satisfaction of knowing that your hipness is hipper than whatever knowledge passeth herein. Surely the book calls for no less. It is in the nature of hip that it is always tearing down shibboleths, including its own, in order to bring more noise. This is why it endures, why it is important. It is always seeking a smarter way. So if you must, raise a glass of Hatorade. I would. But please remember the words of Ice-T, and dont hate the player, hate the game.


As for me, you will not find my name in the index, either. There is something inescapably nerdy about compiling a history of hip. My kind can only console ourselves, like my former colleague singled out in the epigraph above, that we are with Lou Reed in his dreams. As the saying goes, those who can, do. Those who cantwell, you know the rest. And if you are riding the subway, pleasant dreams.












introduction

what is hip? superficial reflections on america



[T]he Negro looks at the white man and finds it difficult to believe that the graysa Negro term for white peoplecan be so absurdly self-deluded over the true interrelatedness of blackness and whiteness.

RALPH ELLISON








The Oakland soul group Tower of Power asked the question in a 1973 song called What Is Hip? The band had a reputation as wordsmiths, inventing terms like honkypox, for listeners who could not get on the good foot. But on the Hip Question, they found themselves on slippery terrain, as poets before them trying to define soul or swing or love. The language curled back on itself:




Hipness isWhat it is!


And sometimes hipness is


What it aint!





Swaddled in nasty horns and a backbeat, this was a coy put-on, staged for the benefit of the honkypox. Everybody knows what hip is.


Or at least, everyone can name it when they see it. For something that is by definition subjective, hip is astoundingly uniform across the population. It is the beatitude of Thelonious Monk at the piano, or the stoic brutality of Lou Reed and the Velvet Underground, performing songs of drugs and sadomasochism as a projector flashed Andy Warhols films on their black turtlenecks. It is the flow of Jack Kerouacs bop prosody or Lenny Bruces jazzed-out satire, or the rat-a-tat tattoo of James Ellroys elevated pulp lit. Walt Whitman was hip; Lord Buckley was hip; Karen O of the Yeah Yeah Yeahs is too hip for her own good. Hip is the way Miles Davis talked, dressed, played or just stoodand the way Bob Dylan, after his own style, followed in kind (though both men strayed into injudicious leather in the 1980s). The streets of Williamsburg in Brooklyn or Silver Lake in Los Angeles comprise a theme park in the key of hip. Its gaze is the knowing, raised eyebrow of Dawn Powell or Kim Gordon, bassist in the downtown band Sonic Youthskeptical but not unkind.




The British linguist David Dalby traces the likely origins of hip to the Wolof verb hepi (to see) or hipi (to open ones eyes). So from the linguistic start, hip is a term of enlightenment, cultivated by slaves from the West African nations of Senegal and coastal Gambia. The slaves also brought the Wolof dega (to understand), source of the colloquial dig, and jev (to disparage or talk falsely), the root of jive. Hip begins, then, as a subversive intelligence that outsiders developed under the eye of insiders. It was one of the tools Africans developed to negotiate an alien landscape, and one of the legacies they contributed to it. The feedback loop of white imitation, co-optation and homage began immediately.


From these origins, hip tells a story of black and white America, and the dance of conflict and curiosity that binds it. In a history often defined by racial clash, hip offers an alternative account of centuries of contact and emulation, of back-and-forth. This line of mutual influence, which we seldom talk about, is not a decorative fillip on the national identity but one of the central, life-giving arteries. Though the line often disappears in daily lifethrough segregation, job discrimination and the racial split in any school cafeteriait surfaces in popular culture, where Americans collect their fantasies of what they might be. The center of American culture runs through Mark Twain and Louis Armstrong, and it is impossible to imagine eithers work without both African and European roots. Born in radically different circumstances and separated by history, they have as much in common with each other as with their peers from what either might call the ancestral homeland. Both are classicists and bluesmen, masters of language, breakers of the rules that would hold them apart. What they have in common is hip.


For better and worse, hip represents a dream of America. At its best, it imagines the racial fluidity of pop culture as the real America, the one we are yearning to become. As William Burroughs said, revolution in America begins in books and music, then waits for political operatives to implement change after the fact. At its worst, hip glosses over real division and inequity, pretending that the right argot and record collection can outweigh the burden of racial history. White hipsters often use their interest in black culture to claim moral high ground, while giving nothing back. When Quentin Tarantino tosses around the word nigger, he is claiming hipster intimacy while giving callous offense. Really that high ground lies elsewhere. Hip can be a self-serving release from white liberal guilt, offering cultural reparations in place of the more substantive kind. This is white supremacy posing as appreciation. Neither of these verdicts on hip is strong enough to cancel the other out. Hip serves both functions: it is an ennobling force that covers for ignominy. Steeped in this paradox, it tells a story of synthesis in the context of separation. Its mtier is ambiguity and contradiction. Its bad is often good.


Only a small fraction of the population at any time lives in full commitment to hip; for most of us, work, school, family, rehab or the alarm clock gets in the way. Yet we all participate in its romance. Its Q rating is to die for. Hip permeates mainstream daily life at the level of language, music, literature, sex, fashion, ego and commerce. During the 1992 presidential campaign, Bill Clinton made hip a campaign pitch, working sunglasses and sax on The Arsenio Hall Show; for his troubles, both Toni Morrison and Chris Rock anointed him Americas first black president. (A decade later Al Sharpton refined this title, quipping, There is a difference in being off-white and being black.)


If hip is a form of rebellionor at least a show of rebellionit should want something. Its desires are Americas other appetite, not for wealth but for autonomy. It is a common folks grab at rich folks freedomthe purest form of which is freedom from the demands of money. It is an equalizer, available to outsiders as to insiders. Anyone can be hip, even if everyone cant. In a nation that does not believe in delayed gratification, hip is an instant payoff. You may need years of sacrifice to get to heaven or build a retirement fund, but hip yields its fruit on contact. It is always new but never going anywhere speciala present tense reclaimed from the demands of past and future.


Like other manifestations of the blues, hip keeps its meaning limber. John Lennon, pursuing his domestic bliss in New York City, saw hip as a drag. Nowadays its hip not to be married, he said in 1980. Im not interested in being hip. For the surreal comic Richard Lord Buckley, on the other hand, the word hip signified a rain of good fortune. In his rewrite of Mark Antonys funeral oration from Julius Caesar, he unlocked Shakespeares inner hipster, riffing, Yea, the looty was booty and hipped the treasury well. For Lennon, hip was a prison; for His Lordship, it was whatever was needed, as long as you didnt have to work for it. But even Lennon would have acknowledged that the looty was booty.


The booty, in turn, has bounty. Hip sells cars, soda, snowboards, skateboards, computers, type fonts, booze, drugs, cigarettes, CDs, shoes, shades and home accessories. As Lord Buckley suggested, it serves the treasury well. By bringing constant change and obsolescence, it creates ever-new needs to buy. Though it grabs ideas from the bottom of the economic ladder, hip lives in luxury. Poor societies worry about growing enough corn; rich societies can worry about being corny. Hip shapes how we drive, whom we admire, whose warmth we yearn for in the night. Its scent transforms neighborhoods from forbidding to unaffordable. The fashion designers Imitation of Christ built a thriving label by murmuring a mantra of hip over thrift store clothes, then selling them for hundreds of dollars. Hip brings the intelligence of troublemakers and outsiders into the loop, saving the mainstream from its own limits. Whats in Williamsburg today will be in the mall tomorrow; todays Vice magazine or Lucha Libre Mexican wrestling is tomorrows Good Housekeeping or SmackDown. Like the advertising world that grew up alongside it, hip creates value through image and style. In its emphasis on being watched, it anticipated the modern mediascape, which values people not for what they produce or possess but for their salience as images. For all its professed disregard for wealth, hip would not have thrived unless it was turning a profit.


Hip is a social relation. You cannot be hip in the way you might be tall, handsome, gawky, nearsighted or Russian. Like camp, its unruly nephew, it requires an audience. Even at its most subterranean, it exists in public view, its parameters defined by the people watching it. You decide what is hip and what is not. Hip requires a transaction, an acknowledgment. If a tree falls in the forest and no one notices its fundamental dopeness, it is not hip.





There is no instruction manual for hipsters, and this book is definitely not one. But there are archetypes of hip. Mark Twain, P. T. Barnum, Miles Davis, Muhammad Ali, Bob Dylan, Richard Pryor, Terry Southern, Richard Hellthese are the tricksters of hip, characters a society invents to undermine its own principles. When Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil, it was really a trickster who taught him the blues. Gertrude Stein, Andy Warhol and Mickey Ruskin, legendary host of Maxs Kansas City, are the facilitators of hip. For them, hip is a team sport. Herman Melville, Charlie Parker, Jack Kerouac and Big Daddy Kane are the fierce soloists, blowing their lives into mad rhythm. Walt Whitman, Raymond Chandler, Dizzy Gillespie, Allen Ginsberg and KRS-One are the theoreticians and explainers, often playing sidekick to their enigmatic brethren. Stephen Foster, Irving Berlin, Al Jolson, Mezz Mezzrow, Carl Van Vechten, Elvis and Eminem are the white boys who stole the blues, or at least that is one way of looking at them. Much of our story revolves around their love and theft.


The word hip is commonly used in approval, but this glosses its many limitations. Though it likes a revolutionary pose, hip is ill equipped to organize for a cause. No one will ever reform campaign finance laws under hips banner, nor save the environment. A hipper foreign policy will not get us out of this fix. Hip steps back. In the fall of 1965, a group called the Vietnam Day Committee asked Ken Kesey to speak at a Berkeley rally against the war, and the results were one small step for hip, one predictable travesty for the movement. As eager souls yearned to be inspired, Kesey abstained: Theres only one thing to dotheres only one thing thats gonna do any good at allAnd thats everybody just look at it, look at the war, and turn your backs and sayFuck it. And he sawed Home on the Range on harmonica. Hip had met the enemy, and it was engagement.


Hip is not genius, though it is often mistaken for such by people who ought to know better. As an artistic flame, hip appears to burn hot and short. It glorified the self-destruction of Jackson Pollock, Charlie Parker, Dorothy Parker, Tupac Shakur and Kurt Cobain. Gwendolyn Brooks, in her 1960 poem We Real Cool, took terminal hipness as a literal state, tweaking the self-destructiveness of the cool pose: Jazz June. We / Die soon. Hip rationalizes poor life choices; it squanders money, love, talent, lives. This is not a book about devoted fathers, good husbands or community pillars. Hip is a convenient excuse for fuckups. It can also be corrosive and small-minded. In his 1967 short story Youre Too Hip, Baby, Terry Southern skewers an aspiring hipster named Murray. When a black jazzman asks him whether they should listen to Charlie Parker or Bla Bartk, he really is too hip: Bartk, man, said Murray, and added dreamily, where do you go after Bird? He reduces genius to sumptuary correctness. This is hipness unto negation, narrowing the universe to an orthodoxy as rigid as the one Murray purports to reject. As a goal in itself, hip is self-defeating or kitsch. The Rat Pack, new and old, are kitsch; the Strokes walk the line. As Leonard Cohen says about poetry, hip is a verdict, not an intention. It becomes its antithesis if made to work too hard.


Through its changes, hip maintains some constants: a dance between black and white; a love of the outsider; a straddle of high and low culture; a grimy sense of nobility; language that means more than it says. People who have never seen a Jim Jarmusch movie or an arty music video can recognize either as an articulation of hip. Specifically, what they recognize is this: the elevation of style and background as narrative and foreground. Hip is the difference between Frank Millers brooding Dark Knight comics and the traditional Batman lines; between the X Games and the Olympics; between Allen Iverson and Kobe Bryant; Snoopy and Linus; a Glock and a Colt.




From a proprietary standpoint, hip is a mess. Ralph Ellison, writing about black bohemianism, threw up his hands in dismissal: wasnt bohemianism a white rip-off of black styles? But this is the way hip travels. It is like a game of telephone. African Americans were copied by white Americans, who were copied by French existentialists, who were copied by white intellectuals, who were copied by black hipsters, who were copied by Jewish rappers, who were copied by Brazilian street kids, who werewell, I think you know where this is taking us. It is taking us to the Jungle Club in Tokyo, where Japanese hipsters wear dreadlocks and emulate the funk musician Bootsy Collins. No one along the way can really take full credit for this evolutionary development, and yet here we areyou, me and Bootsy. As Mr. Collins would say, aint nothing but a party, yall.


At its most pure, hip is utterly mongrel. Which is to say, purism has no place in hip. Instead, hip comes of the haphazard, American collision of peoples and ideas, thrown together in unplanned social experiment: blacks, whites, immigrants, intellectuals, hoodlums, scoundrels, sexpots and rakes. It feeds off antennae as well as roots. Born in the dance between black and white, hip thrives on juxtaposition and pastiche. It connects the disparate and contradictory. For example, Andy Warhol formally became the patron to the Velvet Underground in the backseat of a limousine on their way uptown to see James Brown at the Apollo Theater in Harlemthree schools of hip joined by one limo ride. Such is the hospitality of hip. It is inclusive, open. When people try to get too pure about it, hip leaves the building.


Hip has a lexicon of surrogates: cool, down, beat, fresh, rad, phat, tight, dope (but under no circumstances, gnarly, bodacious or neat). But really, hip is hip, enduring through all permutations. Anyone who leaves the house with bed head has an idea of where its light shines.


So what is hip?


Perhaps it is best to begin at the beginning. As Amiri Baraka has noted, the Africans who were brought to America encountered a world that was doubly foreign: not just the dislocations of slavery, which had long existed in West Africa, but those presented by America as well. Survival meant using the distance as a source of autonomy and dignity. Hip begins, then, in private language, shaped to the circumstances of the new land.


From colonial times Americans have cobbled a vernacular language that, like the Wolof of the slaves, multiplies the world through a kaleidoscope of meaning. It belongs to the underworld, the streets, the back room, the geeky realms of the digital frontier, where enlightenment requires its own lingo. Walt Whitman celebrated slang as the lawless germinal elementbehind all poetry, and sought to celebrate, in contrast to the formal language of England, the real genius underneath our speech, which is not what the school men suppose, but wild, intractable, suggestive. From his mouth to Flava Flavs ear.


A 1930 lexicon called American Tramp and Underworld Slang proposed, somewhat dubiously, that the vernacular use of hip came from having ones hip boots oni.e., the way in which they protect the wearer from bad weather or dangerous currents is analogous to the way in which awareness or sophistication arms one against social perils. This is a suspect etymology, but a beautiful metaphor for the actions of hip, a stillness amid chaotic motion.


Words, of course, are not frozen in their origins, and hip has had a storied journey through history. It turns with the times. Norman Mailer took on the Hip Question in his famous 1957 essay The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster, a work more widely maligned than read. Hip, he wrote, is the sophistication of the wise primitive in a giant jungle, which is a particularly loaded way to think of African Americans but a useful metaphor for hip. He argued that hip emerged after World War II as a quintessentially American response to the orderly atrocities of the Nazi death camps and the nuclear bomb. Faced with such civilized inhumanity, he wrote, the proper reaction was to regress into pathology and homegrown existentialism.




[I]f the fate of twentieth-century man is to live with death from adolescence to premature senescence, why then the only life-giving answer is to accept the terms of death, to live with death as immediate danger, to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots, to set out on that uncharted journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self.




By these lines, hip is not so much enlightenment as a response to the looming unknowable. It is a strategy for survival in the face of terror.


It is a long way from hepi to Hiroshima, from the shores of Gambia to Mailers rebellious imperatives of the self. Yet the two definitions suggest a line of thought that parallels the evolving society around it. Hip shaped itself in response to the culture; the culture adapted to the dimensions of hip. Mailers apocalyptic view, like David Dalbys more general definition of enlightenment, provides just one frame of what is really an ongoing narrative.


Hip entails a story of America, of the countrys passage from an agrarian past to a technological, urban present, from Victorianism into modernism. Though it reverberates abroad in the nouvelle vague films of Jean-Luc Godard or in the studied swagger of Tokyo youth cults, even in these foreign localesespecially thereit is the signature American style, the face the New World invented to shake off the Old. America in this transition evolved from an adolescent former colony, beholden to Europe economically and culturally, to a self-regarding player on the world stage. The transition allowed a new blush of national identity to emergecoarse, robust, resourceful, independent, ruthless, what have you. Yet it also left scars and contradictions, and a population often moving too fast to think about them. These below-the-surface, subterranean pressures bubble up in the anxieties of hip: the perplexing gulf of race; the conflict between individualism and the collective good; the roughneck beauty of American colloquial speech.


Hip has flourished in periods when it is needed, always corresponding with wrinkles in the economy and technology. These flash points comprise six convergences of hip. Chapters of this book will discuss each in detail, but a quick chronology might be helpful here. The first hip convergence, in the 19th century, produced black and white Americans first responses to each other and their lives together: the blackface minstrel show, which looked in one direction, and the blues, which looked in the other. During this period Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman and Herman Melville, in a brief flurry from 1850 to 1855, laid out the formal groundwork for hip. They are hips O.G.s, or original gangstas. No skater, raver, indie-rocker, thug, Pabst Blue Ribbon drinker or wi-fi slacker today acts without their permission.


The 1910s and 1920s brought the second hip convergence, as populations moved from country to city. Blacks migrated north, Jews emigrated from Europe, writers split for Paris, and the radio and fledgling record industry brought rhythm to the masses. Hip percolated through a radical, gynocentric bohemia in Greenwich Village, the Harlem Renaissance uptown and the Lost Generation in exile. The third hip convergence, after World War II, saw the parallel emergence of bebop and the Beat generation, two intellectual movements that rejected the mainstream in search of grace and beatitude. This was hips golden age, and the template for the counterculture of the following decade.


The urban collapse of the 1970s, which hollowed out inner-city neighborhoods like the East Village and the South Bronx, bred the fourth hip convergence, which filled the vacant spaces with do-it-yourself, or DIY, media: punk, hip-hop music, graffiti, break dancing, skateboarding and the zine explosion. The fifth convergence tapped the silicon velocity of the Internet, which moved language, money, information and enlightenment around the world at the click of a mouse. William Gibsons 1984 Neuromancer was the founding document; Wired magazine was the cheerleading tip sheet. Turntablists and remixers were the rock stars.


The sixth convergence is now.





From our perch in the early 21st century, when multinational corporations hoover anything remotely hip, it is easy to forget how hostile the climate for hip once was. The church, the law, capital and mass opinion all lined up against hip, as against a disease. Voices of authority took pains to be corny. Athletes, celebrities, politicians, war heroes and civic leaders all presented their rectitudeliterally, their squarenessas a bulwark against hips sinuous slink. People who smoked a joint or loved out of hetero wedlock were labeled dope fiends or sex fiends; rhythm was considered a threat to civilization. Police narco units of the 1950s specialized in tossing jazz musicians. To be a hipster was to be labeled a hoodlum, hooligan, faggot, nigger-lover, troublemaker, derelict, slut, commie, dropout, freak. When America had a center, hip was outside of it.


Needless to say, this has changed. What used to be radicalputting off marriage, taking drugs to feel better, living by creativity, traveling from town to town, seeking sensory intoxicationnow everyone lives that way. The end of the Cold War favored commercial values over ideological ones, and for these, hip simply accelerates the pace of the market. Iggy Pop, William Burroughs and Miles Davis, once scourges of civilization, are now evoked to move merch. Suburban honor students rock full-sleeve cholo tattoos and talk like hip-hop gangstas, and global conglomerates fight over the rapper 50 Cent, who boasts a past as a drug dealer and shows off the bullet wounds to prove it. Wearing your jeans a certain way once signaled your rejection of mainstream materialism. Now, Levis borrows the pants off a Williamsburg lizard named Troy Pierce, worn for a year and washed only twice, so the company can clone his life and sell it. Once opposed to mainstream values, hip now seems merely a step ahead of them. It is taken for granted that what is hip today will be mass tomorrow.


In this environment, who can be hip? Taking the long view, hip is exactly what it has always been: an undercurrent of enlightenment, organized around contradictions and anxieties. Hips trendiness has always been a by-product, not a goal. Hip is not simply the sum of Whats Hot Now. In a country that resisted the class hierarchies of Europe, hip offers an alternate status system, independent of money or bloodline. The cultural anxieties that produced it have moved but not diminished. The syntheses now are global rather than local; information is overwhelming rather than pinched. Hepi or hipi, to see or open ones eyes, is as essential for negotiating 21st-century America as 19th or 20th. If the shelf life for trends or slang has shortened, the premium on knowledge is greater than ever. In a society run on information, hip is all there is.




Hips evolution, then, continues apace, but for now let us freeze it in the middle, which is to say, in Cleveland. Specifically, in the low-fi Cleveland of Jim Jarmuschs 1984 film, Stranger Than Paradise. John Lurie and Richard Edson, veterans of New Yorks underground music scene, play a couple of petty hustlers from the East Villagecard cheats and horseplayers, skinny men who wear suspenders and hats in bed. They drive to Cleveland to see Luries cousin Eva, who is fresh from Budapest and already a kindred spirit. With an immigrants clarity of purpose, she quickly distills her own vision of the American Dream: shoplifting cartons of Chesterfields and blasting I Put a Spell on You by Screamin Jay Hawkins from a cheap portable cassette player. This is not far from the mens take on America. In the bland sprawl of Cleveland, the three are all wrong angles, outsiders.


Eva takes the two men to see Lake Erie, and it is as if to the abyss. The frozen landscape spreads across the screen, broken only by the three windblown silhouettes. The world around them has gone blank. By most measures, they are figures of no account, all but consumed by the white void. Yet in Jarmuschs frame, their journey taps into a long tradition of vagabond resistance. Instead of falling into the white backdrop, they simply pose stark against it. Pulling back, Eva speaks for them all, in accented understatement: Its kind of a drag here, really. Against the suck of this landscape, Jarmusch grants them not only immunity, but a kind of grace.


This captures a classic American perspective, which generations have used to create nourishing stories about themselves, and to stake their identities within the country at large. The story of America is among other things about the pursuit of this nobility. Handed down through the centuries, it is an enduring, vital strand in the national romance. For lack of another word, it is the essence of hip.
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in the beginning there was rhythm


slavery, minstrelsy and the blues




Do you know what a nerd is? A nerd is a human being without enough Africa in him or her. You know why music was the center of our lives for such a long time? Because it was a way of allowing Africa in.


BRIAN ENO








Toward the end of 1619, John Rolfe, the first tobacco grower of Virginia, noted the arrival of a new import to the British colonies. Rolfe (15851622) is best known as the husband of Pocahontas, and it was his experiments with growing tobacco that saved the Jamestown settlement from ruin. The incoming cargo he noted on this day would change the course of tobacco and the colonies as a whole. About the last of August, he wrote, came a Dutch man of war that sold us twenty Negroes.


These slaves, likely looted from a Spanish ship or one of the Spanish colonies to the south, were not the first African slaves in North America. The Spanish explorers Pnfilo de Narvez, Menendz de Avils and Coronado had all brought slaves into what is now Florida and New Mexico. Yet the 20 Africans who were brought ashore at modern-day Hampton, Virginia, then carried upriver for sale in Jamestown, formally marked the beginning of what would be 246 years of Americas peculiar institution of slavery. Five years after their arrival, a 1624 census of Virginia recorded the presence of 22 blacks. Before the country banned new imports in 1808, leaving still the illegal market, around 600,000 to 650,000 Africans were brought to the states in bondage; by 1860, on the eve of the Civil War, there were almost 4 million slaves in the United States, out of a total population of 31 million.


A pressing question in the evolution of hip is, why here? Why did hip as we know it, and as it is emulated around the world, arise as a distinctly American phenomenon? Many of its signature elements existed among the bohemians of the Left Bank in Parisor, for that matter, among those of Bohemia, now a part of the Czech Republic. The European capitals embraced the romance of scruff at least as early as Henri Murgers 1840s literary sketches, Scnes de la vie die bohme, or Giacomo Puccinis 1896 opera based on the sketches, La Bohme. Yet it is impossible to imagine Europe producing the blues or the Beats, the Harlem Renaissance or the Factory. What distinguished the United States is both simple and, in its ramifications, maddeningly, insolubly complex. That difference is the presence of Africans, and the coexistence of two very different populations in a new country with undefined boundaries. Without the Africans, there is no hip.


To be finer about it, there is no hip without African Americans and European Americans, inventing new identities for themselves as Americans in each others orbit. These first-generation arrivals, black and white, and their second-, third- and fourth-generation heirs, learned to be Americans together. As a self-conscious idea, America took shape across an improvised chasm of race. Some of the most passionate arguments over slavery were economic rather than moral: Adam Smith argued that it undermined the free market for labor; defenders countered that the peculiar institution was more humane than the wage slavery of northern factories. But on a practical level, people on both sides of the divide needed strategies for negotiating the conundrum that held them apart, interdependent but radically segregated.


These strategies are hips formative processes. While we often think of hip as springing whole into the world in the 1920s or 1950s, its roots go back at least another century. Hipster language, stance and irony begin not in the cool poses of the modern city but on the antebellum plantation, in the interplay of these two populations. For all their difference in standing, the black and white foreigners taught each other how to talk, eat, sing, worship and celebrate, each side learning as it was being learned. Customs passed back and forth. Though history texts talk of Africans becoming Europeanized, or of Europeans stealing the blues, the ways the two populations dealt with each other were more complicated than that. Such borrowing is never indiscriminate, nor the copying exact. Like digital samplers, the borrowers pick and choose what works for them, and shape it to their own ends; the final product comments on both its origins and its manipulations.




This produced the feedback loop of hip, which centuries later gives us white kids sporting doo rags. Against the larger story of racial oppression and animosity, there was also one of creative interplay. The two populations had something to take from each other. In the decades bracketing the Civil War, when a maturing America began to stage stories about itself, it created two idioms that reflected exactly this unresolved vortex. The first is the blackface minstrel show, which surfaced in the 1820s and 1830s and is considered Americas first popular culture. The second is the blues, which appeared toward the end of the century. These two forms, nurtured on American soil, are the twined root stems of hip. We live among their branches to this day.





If hip is a story of synthesis in the context of division, its origins lie in the unique structure of slavery in America, which pushed the two populations together. In the massive sugar plantations of Brazil and the Caribbean, which accounted for the majority of the transatlantic slave trade, slaves lived in overwhelmingly black worlds. Owners ran these plantations from a distance, working their slaves to death in the tropical climes and then importing huge waves of replacements. African cultures and languages, constantly replenished by new arrivals, survived relatively undiluted, and do to this day. In North America, by contrast, until the invention of the cotton gin in 1793 spurred the growth of big plantations, most farms were small and required few slaves. Owners worked the land, often without overseers between them and the slaves. The races lived together, unequally but intimately. Most white colonists did not even own slaves, and often labored beside them in the fields, either as indentured servants or poor wage earners. Since they were of less value to farmers than slaves, these poor whites commonly got the worst of the dirty work. As Thomas Sowell notes, slave owners usually hired white workerstypically Irish immigrantsto do work considered too dangerous for slaves.


This closeness did not prevent brutality, especially in the years between the American Revolution and the Civil War. Slave narratives, of which there are more than 6,000, describe merciless beatings, floggings, mutilation, rape and murder of slaves. They used to tie me down across a cotton bale, and give me 200 or 300 with a leather strap, Tom Wilson, who was born into slavery in 1813, told an interviewer. I am marked with the whip from the ankle-bone to the crown of my head. [T]hey burned my back with a red hot iron, and my legs with strong turpentine. Even where physical menace was less severe, the psychological violence of slavery is beyond account.


But there was also a level of intimacy, the interplay that fostered what weve come to know as hip. If the relationship of blacks and whites was rigidly defined at its essencethat of master to slave, and vice versait was fuzzier around the fringes. Day-to-day interactions involved compromise, subterfuge and imitation as well as force. This book is about the action that began on the fringes, and about its growth ever inward. This action does not refute the power of racism, nor limit it. Racism in America is so intractable precisely because it accommodates conflicting values: devout Christians found piety in the slave trade; racists are nothing if not idealists. But the nation developed its character not just in racial certainty, but in ambivalence. Individuals discovered points of contact in their evolving identities as Americans: nodes of language, religion, song, dance and sex. These would become the expressive channels of hip.


It is tempting to imagine the first slaveholders through the images of modern southernersRhett Butler, say, or George Wallace. But the settlers of Jamestown and subsequent slave economies were not recognizable southerners, nor even Americans. Almost as much as their slaves, they were foreigners in a strange and largely hostile land. The colonists in Jamestown, for example, had arrived only in 1607, just 12 years before the first slaves, at which time the climate and the natives nearly wiped them out. They did not learn how to survive until the next decade. They were slave owners first, southerners only much later. You could say that slavery invented the southernerthe sense of gentility and apartness, even the peculiarities of dialectas much as the other way around. By the same token, the early slaves brought a mixed pedigree, not wholly African. As the historian Ira Berlin has noted, until late in the 17th century, most slaves in North America came not directly from Africa but from sugar plantations in the Caribbean and Brazil, and were often Atlantic Creoles, bearing mixed legacies of culture and even race. In other words, both populations arrived with unsustainable notions of nationality and identity. The country was new, undefined. Blacks and whites together would give it definition.


The cultural interplay of hip began early, as white owners thrust themselves into every part of their slaves lives. Sarah Fitzpatrick, who was born into slavery in Alabama in 1847, much later recalled an extraordinary level of meddling, not just in the slaves labor but in their private affairs as well:




My Mistus useta look at my dress an tell me when hit wuz right. Sometime she make me go back an put on nother one, tell us what to wear, tell us to go back an com our heads. Young Niggers fom sevral planations used to git togeter at one er der white foks houses an have a big time. White foks lact to git round an watch em, make em ring up an play games an things lack dat. You see de Niggers couldnt write in dem days an ef a boy wanted to court a gal he had to git his Marster to write a letter fer him an den de gals Mistus had to read de letter to her an write de boy back.





Owners prided themselves on their stewardship over their people. This paternalism, presented as benevolent, actually served two more self-interested purposes. It let white slave owners rationalize the institution, and it encouraged slaves to bond individually with their masters, diluting their ties to each other. It was effective; mass rebellions were few. It also immersed white owners in the culture of their slaves, and vice versa.


From the start, younger generations of whites and blacks were more intimately entwinedcloser to the enlightenment of hipthan their elders. Hip is a culture of the young because they have the least investment in the status quo. Unlike the Caribbean slave colonies, which were deadly for Africans, the conditions of American slavery produced positive population growth, more births than deaths. By the Revolution, black slaves born in America outnumbered those born in Africa four to one. Children born on American soil, white or black, had progressively weaker connections to Europe or Africa, and progressively closer ties with one another. White and black Americans often ate the same poorly balanced diet; even today the difference between southern food and soul food lies largely in the name. Habits and folkways slipped back and forth. Touring the south in the 1850s, the landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted was struck by the close cohabitation and association of black and white on Virginia farms. Negro women are carrying black and white babies together in their arms; black and white children are playing together; black and white faces are constantly thrust together out of doors, to see the train go by. The influence they exerted on each other flowed both ways. The historian Mechal Sobel, no doubt overstating the case, has argued that by the end of the colonial period in Virginia, both blacks and whites held a mix of quasi-English and quasi-African values. Hips syntheses flowed from this interaction.


The first of these syntheses, and the first great cultural invention in America, was black English. For Africans of different backgrounds, English was often their first shared vocabulary. The combination of English and slavery made diverse Yoruba and Akan and Wolof and Bantu and Ewe people into Africans, just as they helped make English and Irish and Spanish and French people white. The roots of contemporary hip talk go back to this encounter with language. Centuries before Dizzy Gillespie or Jay-Z, slaves and freedmen worked an early form of verbal jujitsu, imposing African values upon the foreign vocabulary. As the ethnomusicologist and psychotherapist Ernest Borneman has written, In language, the African tradition aims at circumlocution rather than at exact definition. The direct statement is considered crude and unimaginative; the veiling of all contents in ever-changing paraphrases is considered the criterion of intelligence and personality. Adopting their masters language, slaves bent it and coded it for their own use. Language brought the two races together and held them apart.


The new argot, besides yielding the word hip, was a model of hip synthesis. Slave owners were fascinated by it. Some beat their slaves for speaking proper English. Others simply fell into the new rhythms, completing a loop of emulation: blacks learned the English of whites, and whites copied the English of blacks. Words from various African languages entered the olio of the new land, becoming hip, dig, jive, juke, banjo, jazz and honky, this last from the Wolof honq, a derogatory word meaning pink man. What we know as the southern accent follows the inflections that generations of African Americans imposed on southern whites formal British diction. Black English is the beginning of hip talk, rich and deliberately ambiguous. Walt Whitman heard in it an incipient national language, independent of Britain, containing hints of a future theory of the modification of all words of the English language, for musical purposes, for a native grand opera in America. James Baldwin, writing a century later, called black English a record of brutal necessity, permitting the nation its only glimpse of reality, a language without which the nation would be even more whipped than it is. By the 1990s, the validity of black English, now called Ebonics, became a food fight for the Oakland Unified School District, which was failing to produce African-American graduates with other demonstrable skills. In the midst of this dustup, one might have noticed the students white peers, hopped on the latest rap CDs, addressing each other, What up, nigga.



But for slaves, a virtue of the language lay in its opacity, the shelter it provided from the prying ears of whites. The historian Eugene D. Genovese, noting the way slaves used words like bad to mean their opposite, describes their verbal tics as evasive maneuvers.




The slaves, in effect, learned to communicate with each other in the presence of whites with some measure of safety, and the studied ambiguity of their speech, reinforced by reliance upon tone and gesture, helped immeasurably to prevent informers from having too much to convey to the masters beyond impressions and suspicions. If a slave informer heard a black preacher praise a runaway by calling him a ba-ad nigger, what could he tell his master beyond saying he thought the preacher meant the opposite of what he said? Even slaveholders usually required better evidence.





The word bad, of course, has a storied history in hip, and its early appearance illustrates the longevity of hip talk. By using words like bad to mean two things at once, black English freed them from their one-to-one connections to the physical world. Words didnt mean one thing or another; they meant what their speaker said they did. This process, which separates words from things, is the beginning of irony and humor. Later hipsters, from Mark Twain to Biggie Smalls, used similar indirection to entwine freedom and sorrow in the same tale.


For slave owners, who worried about what slaves were saying, it was important to try to follow each new coinage; this, in turn, prodded blacks to invent still newer codes. This process goes on today; it is the essence of hip invention. Hip begins with a small circle, whose members push each other to more inventive or extreme forms of expression, then radiates outward in concentric circles. Each circle grabs what it can. By the time the outer circles have caught up, the inner ones have to invent new codes. Hip talk is not simple gamesmanship or sloppy grammar, but a strategy for multiplying meaning. It uses humor and ambiguity to convey one message to its intended recipients, and another to those looking on. The befuddlement of squares, like the confusion of white slave owners, is part of the play; verbal riffing wants an audience that doesnt get it as much as one that does.





African Americans worked a similar alchemy on white religion, absorbing a European idea to create something hybrid and new, neither European nor African, but fully both. The cultures of West Africa did not draw lines between the spiritual and secular worlds, and ascribed the actions of deities everywhere, sometimes benevolent, sometimes capricious or spiteful. In the New World, forbidden from practicing their faiths, slaves had a complicated affair with Christianity. Slaveholders were divided about whether to try to convert their charges. Some felt it was their Christian duty; others worried that if slaves were baptized, they would have to be freed. With the evangelical revivals of the 1770s and 1780sand, more significantly, after Nat Turners insurrection in 1831, which left 59 people dead and many more panickedmany whites saw the gospel as a useful tool for pacifying slaves. Christianity became a meeting ground for the two populations, a set of core stories shared.


The stories, however, were a starting point, not an end. Slaves added their own shades of meaning and metaphor. Slaves who converted were often taught to read and write, tools otherwise denied them. Praise houses on or off plantations became centers of independent black life, where descendants of Africa combined joy and tragedywhat Ralph Ellison called the missing element in white Americain dance and song. Religious practice straddled the two cultures, funneling one through the other. The Christian baptism mirrored West African rituals to river spirits; the ring shouts, rich in polyphony, carried on the West African tradition of calling spirits down through music. When whites banned dancing, slaves contended that the limber movements of the ring shout werent dancing, because the practitioners did not cross their legs.


Doctrine changed as well, emphasizing deliveranceand, by implication, escaperather than Christian obedience. The story of Moses leading his people out of bondage assumed central importance. In 1898, W. E. B. DuBois, a founder of the Pan-Africanist movement and the NAACP, argued that slaves simply used Christian rites as a vessel for African values and mores. The black church, he wrote, is the only institution of the Negroes which started in the African forest and survived slavery. The communism of the African forests with its political and religious leadership is a living, breathing reality on American soil to-day, even after 250 years of violent change. White southern Christianity, in turn, took on some of the fervor of the black church, becoming vastly more flavorful than the pulpits of New England.


Less discussed is the extent to which the races mixed together in sex. The testimony of former slave women describes an abomination of sexual violence and rape. But records of marriage and long-term relationships suggest as well a range of erotic encounter, from terror to mutual affectioneverything, perhaps, but equitable balance of power. Though we think of white plantation owners forcing themselves on their slaves, more children of mixed unions were born in the towns and cities, where there were populations of free blacks, than on the plantations. Nor were the affairs strictly between white men and black women. As the white Georgian artisan J. J. Flournoy insinuated, in an 1858 letter to R. F. W. Allston, the governor of South Carolina, Do not many of our pretty white girls even now permit illicit Negro embrace at the South?


Without romanticizing the encounters, it is reasonable to suppose they included a range of mixed feelings. After all, sex is rarely simple. The races became keepers of each others most intimate secrets. Sex generated webs of complicity among white and black men and women. Mary Boykin Chesnut, a white woman of Charleston, South Carolina, noted in her diary on March 14, 1861:




Like the patriarchs of old, our men live all in one house with their wives and their concubines; and the mulattoes one sees in every family partly resemble the white children. Any lady is ready to tell you who is the father of all the mulatto children in everybodys household but her own. Those, she seems to think, drop from the clouds.





The place of cultural exchange, then, was often the pillow. Here, too, people were learning the ambivalent gestures, the coded language, that became America.


The white and black populations also shared folklore, putting their children to bed with each others stories. In a nation built by mavericks and runaways, Africans absorbed the Western cult of individuality. A shared character was the trickster, a wily hustler who displayed many of the nascent resources of hip: independence, guile, style and dexterity with the ambiguities of language. As the historian Peter Kolchin has remarked,




Notably absent from Southern slave folklore are stories depicting heroic behaviorstories of dragon slayers, popular liberators, or people who sacrificed themselves for the good of the whole. Rather, the dominant themes are trickery, subterfuge, and securing as much as possible of a desired item (often food) for oneself. Justice, fair play, and compassion for ones rivals rarely emerge as desirable characteristics. In short, surviving in a heartless world assumes overriding importance.





The trickster, whom Ill discuss in depth in chapter 7, is a central archetype for hip. Descendants of the Greek god Hermes and the Yoruban prankster Esu-Elegbara, tricksters are lone operators, combining the European-American ethic of individualism with its African-American counterpart. Their prominence in slave tales, as the historian Michael Flusche has noted, complicates the image of slave culture as simply unified in the face of white oppression. Tricksters were not united against anything. Their individualism later replicated itself in the solos of jazz and the blues, in which each player competes within the ensemble, while the group pulls together against the outside world. This action became the hew and haw of hip: binding people together as outsiders, pushing them apart as lone rebels. Along the way, what was purely African or European receded into a cycle of mutual influence.





The blackface minstrel show, which hit the American stage in the 1820s and 1830s, was the purest projection of this ambivalence. Minstrelsy provided a model for white curiosity and co-optation of black forms, a superstructure of hip. It is worth pausing to consider the American weirdness of it all. Blacking their faces in burnt cork and performing skits and songs in crude racial stereotype, white minstrels (and less commonly blacks) created the most popular entertainment of the 19th century. Whitman loved the spectacles; Charles Dickens called William Henry Lane, a black man who performed as a minstrel character named Master Juba, the greatest dancer known. Lane combined African and Irish traditions to invent a form of tap dancing, a typically American hybrid. In mid-century, performers like Thomas Dartmouth Daddy Rice, the Christy Minstrels, the Ethiopian Serenaders, the Virginia Minstrels and the Georgia Minstrels (a black group who billed themselves as the Only Simon Pure Negro Troupe in the World) traveled the country and abroad, performing for mostly working-class white audiences.


The relationship to real African-American culture was always fanciful, but rarely wholly false. Rice, born May 20, 1808, in the rough Five Points neighborhood of lower Manhattan, created his most popular character after a trip to the South on which he said he watched a southern slave turn around and jump Jim Crow. Dressed in a ragged blue coat and baggy striped trousers, Jim Crowreally a folk character common in the Southwas alternatively a trickster and a hayseed, twisting the language into outlandish malapropisms. His minstrel counterpart, popularized by George Washington Dixon, was a citified dandy named Zip Coon who was regularly hoisted by his own pretensions. Performances often featured these two charactersor their rough analogs, Tambo and Bonesalong with an interlocutor, or straight man. The first minstrel characters performed during intermissions of Shakespeare or other drama, gaining popularity until the Christy Minstrels gave the first full minstrel concert in June of 1842 in Buffalo, New York. At the height of its popularity, the standard minstrel show consisted of a first act of songs and black countrified humor; a middle section, or olio, offering dialogues, skits and soliloquies; and a closing set of songs and scenes, generally of the plantation South. Though its themes were southern, minstrel shows were most popular in the North. Some southern cities, not wishing to stir up abolitionists, banned the shows in the 1850s.


If there is a central vein of American popular culture, it proceeds from these crude outpourings of racial fantasy. Consider the defining songs of Stephen Foster, including Oh! Susanna and Camptown Races, which he wrote for minstrel shows. Foster declared his aspiration to become the best Ethiopian song-writer in the country, though he never ventured near Ethiopia, or even south of Cincinnati. Before Irving Berlin wrote God Bless America, he wrote and performed minstrel tunes as a singing waiter in a Manhattan restaurant known as Nigger Mikes, whose swarthy owner was, like Berlin, really a Russian Jew. Or consider the anthem Dixie, credited to a white Ohioan named Daniel Decatur Emmett (18151904), leader of the Virginia Minstrels, though the brothers Dan and Lew Snowden, black performers who lived nearby, disputed this credit. The inscription on their tombstone, near Emmetts in Mount Vernon, Ohio, reads, They taught Dixie to Dan Emmett. Blues icons William Christopher W. C. Handy, Gertrude Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith all started in minstrel shows. Little Richard, Muddy Waters, Jimmie Rodgers, Roy Acuff, Gene Autry, Bing Crosby and Fred Astaire all worked in or beside blackface. Dizzy Gillespie gave his first public performance, in 1929, in the pit band for a minstrel show at his elementary school.


Nor does the legacy of blackface end at the foot of the minstrel stage, any more than does the shadow of Jim Crow. The minstrel model has continued to function as a white ticket to black innovation. Hemingway argued that all modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finnwhich can be seen as a minstrel show on a raft, complete with dialect, ethnic characterization and comic misunderstandings. Blackface played a key role in landmark movies like Uncle Toms Cabin (1903), The Birth of a Nation (1915) and The Jazz Singer (1927), the first talkie. Amos n Andy, which translated minstrelsy for radio, was the most popular program in America in the late 1920s and early 1930s, perhaps the most popular of all time. The medium would not have proliferated as rapidly without it. The television version, canceled in 1960 after protests from the NAACP and others, created the template for the modern sitcom. Even now, a half century after Elvis, the sexual, violent caricatures of gangsta rapwhat black music executive Bill Stephney calls the commodification of nigga culturecontinue the line, selling cartoons of black thuggery to a largely white audience. The white rappers Eminem and Kid Rock repackage the same cartoons, parading their closeness with African Americans as license for their rhymes.


Surely this is a legacy of degradation used to reinforce the rationalizations for slavery. Frederick Douglass in 1848 denounced minstrels as the filthy scum of white society, who have stolen from us a complexion denied to them by nature, in which to make money, and pander to the corrupt taste of their white fellow citizens. If you view white supremacy as an economic force, as I do, you might also notice that the profits from this entertainment, this conversion of black life into image, went almost entirely into the pockets of white men.


But as offensive as the shows were, the sentiments stirred in minstrel theaters were by nature mixed. Douglass, after watching an African-American troupe called Gavitts Original Ethiopian Serenaders in 1849, wrote that there is something gained, when the colored man in any form can appear before a white audience; and we think that even this companymay yet be instrumental in removing the prejudice against our race. This suggests a recognition of humanity on the part of the white audience, rather than a ritual negation. The writer and historian James Weldon Johnson, an architect of the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, argued for the artistic importance of minstrelsy, recognizing in it the only completely original contribution America has made to the theatre. More recently Ishmael Reed praised Amos n Andy for presenting a broader view of black America than the average hood film. A lot of black people found the show funny, Reed said. But youre not supposed to say that to whites. When I was growing up, for black people, that was the favorite show.


Like gangsta rap, minstrel shows invited the white audience to participate vicariously in a world that was both alluring and inaccessible. The stereotypes enacted on stage rippled with sexual potency and license. The white imagination, as the dancer Josephine Baker later observed, is sure something when it comes to blacks. White minstrels were trying on being black; the working-class audience empathized with the minstrel characters against pompous boss men and snooty aristos. For many white theatergoers, such identification was a short stretch. The depression of 1837 gave the exaggerated shabbiness of the charactersand the downward mobility of the performersa particular resonance. To put on the black face was to make tangible ones status as outsider. Behind burnt cork and ham fat lay the embryonic sentience of hip.


What made the minstrel shows so combustive, then, was not just the racial mockery, buts its contradictory knotting with empathy, in what the sociologist Eric Lott calls love and theft. Lott quotes Leslie Fiedlers remarks on how this combination encapsulates the American white male experience: Born theoretically white, we are permitted to pass our childhood as imaginary Indians, our adolescence as imaginary Negroes, and only then are expected to settle down to being what we really are: white once more. Curious about black life and identity, perhaps threatened by it, white performers and audiences invented their own version of it, nonthreatening and remunerative. African Americans had long enacted their own racial pantomime, putting on a smiling, obedient black mask for slave owners, or caricaturing white hauteur in the plantation cakewalk dance. Now it was white performers and their working-class audiences turn to mold the mask of race.


Over the following century and a half, this pattern of love and theft played a vital role in hip, creating cultural currents whose origins were properly not black nor white, but a jumble of the two. As the cultural historian Ann Douglas notes, the way we talk or sing involves not just white caricatures of blacks, but black parodies of whites as well, in an ongoing dialogue. Blacks imitating and fooling whites, whites imitating and stealing from blacks, blacks reappropriating and transforming what has been stolen, whites making yet another foray on black styles, and on and on: this is American popular culture. Nimble performers manipulate the crossover, pushing the audience to rethink the categories of race. Consider the mask Bob Dylan donned in his song Outlaw Blues. Describing his woman in Jackson, Mississippi, he sings, Shes a brown-skinned woman but I love her just the same. This expression of shade preference only makes sense as an intragroup thing, a black singer addressing a black audience. For the duration of the song, everyone plays a role. This promise of reinventionthat we are not bound by our pastsis a core current of hip.






The blues, the other root stem of hip, took on the question of America from the other side. As Amiri Baraka argues, the blues was the first cultural idiom created by blacks as Americans. If ministrelsy was a recordperhaps a warped recordof whites encounters with blacks, the early blues and its antecedents document blacks encounter with the New World. This encounter, as Baraka notes, involved a transformation in two steps, first from captives to slaves, then from African slaves to a new identity born of America. When America became important enough to the African to be passed on, in those formal renditions, to the young, those renditions were in some kind of Afro-American language. And finally, when a man looked up in some anonymous field and shouted, Oh, Ahm tired a dis mess, / Oh, yes, Ahm so tired a dis mess, you can be sure he was an American.


This plaint, if it has a home, belongs to the muddy soil of the Mississippi Delta, a 200-mile stretch of rich farmland running south of Memphis, Tennessee, between the Yazoo River on the east and the Mississippi on the west. This is the cradle of the blues. From Highway 61 south of Clarksdale, Mississippi, the fields of scrub wood and swamp today stretch out as they must have at the dawn of the previous century, and the one before that. Writers like to describe the Mississippi Delta as one of the most beautiful spots on earth, but it has a tumid inertia to it, a reminder that natures bounty is both ripeness and rot. The Delta has some of the highest rates of poverty and illiteracy in the nation, and draws a steady stream of tourists to see the legacy of this deprivation, meaning the blues. You could feel that time does not move around here, until you see the occasional gaudy mansion among the Delta shacks, evidence that crack cocaine, having run its cycle in the cities of the North, is still chugging in the rural South.


This is a book about an abstraction, but it is worth tracing its outlines through concrete dates. In 1929, Charley Patton (18911934), the son of a Mississippi sharecropper and the first epic artist of the Delta blues, recorded his first sides, Pony Blues and High Water EverywhereParts 1 and 2. In July 1954, Elvis Aaron Presley of Tupelo, Mississippi, recorded Arthur Big Boy Crudups Thats All Right. If you think the syrup of time drips slowly in the Delta, consider the short gap, just 25 years, between these two dates. Pattons sides looked back on the existential dread and high life after the Civil War, and the Great Flood of 1927, which many Mississippians saw as a throwback to biblical tribulation. Presleys record, besides launching his career, looked forward to the modern world as we know it: the outrageous commerce in celebrity and image; the movement of sex from private to public commodity; the explicit play of white and black music; the question of theft. Such is the speed of modernity in the Delta, zooming by when youre not looking. All of this contributed to hips development. And all of it was prefigured in the formation of the blues.




Slaves on the Delta plantations in the 18th and 19th centuries were heirs to a broad range of African musical traditions. Though Americans often think of African music as a single idiom, slaves from different parts of the continent brought widely divergent styles. Robert Palmer, in his book Deep Blues, identified three distinct musical traditions that came together on American plantations. Slaves from Senegal and Gambia invoked the plucked string instruments, Arabic intonations and call-and-response songs of the Wolof empire. Men and women from the slave coastwhat is now Sierra Leone, Liberia, the Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo, Benin, Nigeria and Cameroonbuilt music around intricate polyrhythms. Even after slavers banned drums for fear slaves would use them to signal insurrection, this lineage remained highly rhythmic, telling its stories through subtle changes in beat rather than melody. Bantu slaves from farther south in Congo and Angola specialized in complex vocal arrangements. All three groups used music to accompany everyday tasks. Though there were some specialist musicians, in the main everybody participated.


Workers in southern cotton fields mixed all these flavors, adding also elements of the Irish ballad, the hymnal and other European influences. The music they created was an American hybrid, neither African nor European. They sang to synchronize their movements and relieve the monotony. The vocal leader of a work gang would call out a line and the others would respond, often in sprawling polyphony. In the praise houses, singers mixed Western hymns and African elements in the call-and-response of spirituals. While other African cultural practices withered in antebellum America, by force or habit, music thrived and evolved. Even now, black parents who cannot trace family trees pass the heritage of their ancestors to their children through songs. Music bears the weight of collective memory, not just in its lyrics but in its intonations and rhythms. For whites, meanwhile, music was the most accessible part of slave culture; though parents and children, blacks and whites, preachers and sinners have all squabbled for centuries about rhythm, it remains the nearest thing to a universal language. In the slave cultures of early America, it gave away secrets even as it harbored them.


With the end of slavery in 1865, the large work gangs of the plantations broke into smaller units for sharecropping. This changed the structure of song. Organizing themselves in smaller groups, sharecroppers improvised field hollers or arhoolies that could be sung by a few men. Some sang solo. Unlike a slave, who might have no cause to celebrate his situation, a free man could sing his own song, tell his own story. Though the music still served a communal function, it became more personal, less collective or anthemic. Changes in the availability of instruments pushed musicians further in this direction. In the late 19th century, the firms of C. F. Martin and Orville Gibson popularized the guitar, which replaced the African-derived banjo in black music. Mail-order companies like Sears Roebuck made guitars affordable even to the poor, creating opportunities for footloose combos or solo performers.


Though Sunday services remained the core of black community life, Saturday night began to take on a new significance. Singers developed lambent melodies and language that juxtoposed sorrow and laughter, engaging daily life while providing ironic distance from its hardships. Delta guitar players could capture the slurred sonorities of West Africa by sliding a knife or a bottle neck up and down the strings. Singers and instrumentalists flattened notes for emphasis of feeling, as in African pitch-tone languages like Yoruba and Akan. The humor was that of African-American trickster tales, which reveled in misfortune, often cruelly, as a way to transcend it. The new narratives burst with sorrow and comedy and fear and sex, often all at once. By around 1900, the emerging individualized music had diverged far enough from folk ballads like John Henry and Frankie and Albert to be its own thing, known as the blues.


The history of the blues seems custom-made for American legend, an act of spontaneous creation by rebel geniuses. Charley Patton, for example, defied his preacher father to pursue a dissolute life of booze, devil music and appreciative women. His early acolyte Tommy Johnson claimed to have sold his soul to the devil in exchange for mastery of the music. The deal was simple, Johnson explained to his brother LeDell: You just go to a crossroads at midnight with your guitar. A big black man will walk up there and take your guitar, and hell tune it. And then hell play a piece and hand it back to you. Thats the way I learned how to play anything I want. This story, as Palmer points out, traces back to Yoruban folktales in which a trickster named Legba struck similar deals. Only in Christian retellings did this figure become the devil. Many musicians told a version of the story to explain their skills, most famously Robert Johnson (no relation to Tommy), whose haunted stories and plangent voice made the presence of the devil real in his music. Blues musicians were folk antiheroes in a landscape of their own invention.


Or at least this is how the story came together after the blues eclipsed the other musics of its day. The fibs of history are those told by the winners, and the blues won out as a category. Properly speaking, though, there were few blues singers in the Delta. Itinerant black performers played a mix of minstrel tunes, ballads, folk songs, rags and bluesroughly the same repertoire as white country singers. Many of these songsters were skilled in European classical music, reels, jigs and waltzes. The guitar, more versatile than the banjo, allowed performers to play everything on the same instrument. The singers absorbed and transmitted huge bundles of heritage, only some of it with roots in Africa. They played for white audiences and black. Sam Chatmon, a musician who may have been Charley Pattons half brother, once told an interviewer, Mighty seldom I played for colored. They didnt have nothing to hire you with. One music blended into another; cultural connections rolled back and forth.


With the advent of recordings in the early 20th century, though, these ambiguities became a liability. Records aspire to markets, and markets like fixed categories; since you cant see the singer, you have to understand him through his genre. Black performers became blues singers in the studio, dropping their other mastery at the door; whites became hillbilly singers. The blues singer, then, was an invention of the studio, and often of white record executives. In the same way that the technology of guitar manufacture changed the musics form, the technology of recording changed the identity and repertoire of the performers. On their own, the musicians had put their stamp on all sorts of music. It was only in the recording process, converting the singer to commodity, that the blues singer came to sing only the blues.


The biography of the blues singerrather than the well-rounded entertainer whose set list included the bluesadded value to the music, as the biographies of Kurt Cobain or Charlie Parker add dimension to their recordings even today. This is how hip works, attaching stories to one thing and not anotherusually in accord with unseen needs of the economy. In the pantheon of hip characters, the blues singer was one of the first images concocted as image in the service of mass production. The blues emerged as the nation was beginning to move from an agrarian to a manufacturing economy, spreading luxury items (like records) to parts of the population that could barely afford essentials. The blues, too, went from being country music, driven by the Delta, to city music, driven by the urban needs of New York and Chicago. The first race recording, Mamie Smiths 1920 Crazy Blues, recorded in New York, defined blacks for the first time as a consumer group. African Americans who did not have record players bought the record as a signal of a promising black future: industrial, technological, full of luxury goods and time to enjoy them.


The performers sketched the early profile of the hipster. In a society overburdened by toil, they ditched plantation work, living by their wits and ability to transform themselves into image. They developed a layered language that signaled sorrow and transcendence in the same breath. Admired almost as outlaws, they boasted the illicit enlightenment of the crossroads. They were outsiders, cultivating the disdain of proper black societyincluding Pattons father, who considered secular music the work of the devil. For the next century, many standard-bearers of the black middle class repeated this pattern of disapproval, castigating early jazz, bebop, vernacular poetry and hip-hop, partly for the impression such raw art might make on whites. In each case adventurous white audiences and black bohemians have swept in to embrace the work, not in spite of its elemental roughness but because of it.


Throughout this book, Ill return to this pattern of upright black disapproval as the opening by which white hipsters stake their claim to the culture. The logic runs something like this: If these white hipsters are down with Charley Patton or 50 Cent, while black naysayers feel he has gone too far, the hipsters can imagine that they are part of a cultural vanguard defined by taste or attitude rather than birthright. This is one of hips central premises. Popular culture becomes a virtual world detached from the thornier realities of race. The white embrace of Charley Patton or 50 Cent perpetuates stereotypes even as it undermines them. When black censors like the Rev. Calvin O. Butts of the Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem or C. Delores Tucker of the National Political Congress of Black Women protest rap stereotypes, they energize these stereotypes among white listeners, where historically they have done most harm. Black and white rap audiences, then, share the same stereotypes that in other ways divide them. The value of this sharing is open to debate.


This debate reflects the difference between minstrelsy and the blues. Though they respond to similar absurdities, they are not the same. The minstrel tradition has its origins in the old South, and longs nostalgically for simpler times. It is in love with the myth of the primitive, whom it sees as man before the fall. The blues, which began after emancipation, celebrates escape from the past and believes in a better future. It is a voice of modernism, hurtling ever forwardsometimes scared by what it sees, but unwilling to go back. In minstrelsy, the passage of time separates man farther from Eden; in the blues, it delivers man toward the unknown. Hip time is a synthesis of the two: an isolated present tense, cut off from the past and future, remaking itself in the instant.


The economy that came of age with the blues called for legends and masks more subtle but no less communicative than those of minstrelsy. Both forms worked along the frontiers of race and money, where the needs of popular culturethe curiosities of listeners, the economic exigencies of performersran ahead of pedestrian society. They were more impure than the nation knew it was or wanted to be. The mythologies of the blues, like those of minstrelsy, belonged to the sales offices of the entertainment biz as well as to the Delta or the plantation. As an engagement with America, the blues traced a pathway through the brambles of race, surviving tribulations through humor and resilience; minstrelsy plowed its own path through.


The economy made this map available to white audiences as well as black: some secrets shared, some held in reserve. Hip was the point at which, for those who got it, the incomprehensible moved closer to their grasp.
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