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TO MY DAUGHTER SOPHIA . . .

May you grow up in a world without divisions that are based on color or ethnicity, a place where aspirations become shared realities.




 AUTHOR’S NOTE: ON DEFINING UR·BAN

adj \ˈər-bən\

 

 

From Webster’s - of, relating to, characteristic of, or constituting a city
- Latin urbanus, from urbs city. First known use: 1619



Notes for The Tanning of America

 

Prior to the 2000 census, the term urban referred to all territory, population, and housing units located in places with a population of 2,500 or more. After the 2000 census, the definition changed to incorporate a population density of at least 1,000 people per square mile.

However, in marketing speak and with everyday dialogue, the word urban has come to refer to inner city youths and is loosely associated with minorities.

As we use urban in this book, our aim is to speak to density and not to make reference to race or creed.




 INTRODUCTION

Graydon Carter

 

 

 

 

 

It could be fair to say that Steve Stoute is one of the more noticeable figures in the recent flurry of Madison Avenue ad talismans. That’s partly because he is African-American. But it’s also because he still has the unfazed complexion of a baby—a baby with a mustache, mind you. He doesn’t look much older than he did when I first met him almost twenty years ago. Back then, Peter Arnell, who was on his way to becoming a certifiable ad legend, used to frequent the same Italian restaurant in Greenwich Village that I did. Peter was a big fellow in those days and he would often share a table with a lot of main courses and a good-looking young kid named Steve. Steve had the sort of winning way that indicated he might be going places, and I just assumed he was Peter’s assistant. A few years later, I was surprised to discover that not only was Steve not Peter’s assistant, he was his partner. Not only that: They had just sold their marketing company for a good many millions of dollars.

In a way, if you were there, you could see it all happening in front of you. Steve was like a sponge. He wanted to know about everything and everyone. He trimmed down, got a great tailor,  and even figured out how to show up for lunch on time. Beyond that, he had the passion, the curiosity, and a willingness to try anything that all successful people have. And he had enough moxie to fuel the long journey from Queens across the East River to Manhattan. For the son of hardworking immigrants from Trinidad, that is about as tough and as far a distance as you’re ever going to travel in this country.

Steve founded Translation Consulting & Brand Imaging in 2004. I’m never quite sure what branding people do exactly, but I know that Steve is broadly admired for his lucrative pairings of the well known and the well made. He’s fashioned himself into the host of a kind of commercial cocktail party where some of the world’s biggest stars and some of the world’s biggest companies couple up at just the right moment. And in advertising, as with show business or the hospitality industry, timing is everything. Steve is the architect behind Gwen Stefani and Hewlett-Packard, Justin Timberlake and McDonald’s, Jay-Z and Reebok, Lady Gaga and MAC Cosmetics. The list goes on.

The Tanning of America chronicles the economics, politics, and poetry of hip-hop culture and how it propelled the rise of brands as diverse as Tommy Hilfiger, Cristal champagne, Versace, Timberland, Nordica, and Woolrich. Insofar as I have come to understand him over the years—both as a friend and as someone I just generally admire—Steve’s success comes from being a master observer. He has the great adman’s ability to pick up on imperceptible ripples in the culture—ripples that will in time become waves. And then he just gets on top of them and rides the big ones to glory.
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an act, process, or instance of translating: as (a) a rendering from one language into another; also : the product of such a rendering (b): a change to a different substance, form, or appearance






 OVERTURE: TANNING IN TRANS·LĀ·TION 

Our story begins on a sweltering summer night in New York City—Friday, July 19, 1986, to be exact—during a sold-out show at the legendary Madison Square Garden, which some twenty thousand exuberant fans, mostly in their teens and early twenties, mainly African-American and Hispanic, had traveled from near and far to attend. For most observers of popular culture at the time, little significance would be attributed to the events of the evening, despite its being one of the first rap concerts to command the Garden. But for those fortunate enough to have been there—and those like me, then a sixteen-year-old growing up in Queens, already obsessed with hip-hop yet sadly unable to score a ticket—this night was about to take on biblical relevance in our generation’s cultural DNA.

Across the five boroughs and beyond, the streets had been humming with anticipation for weeks. The Garden’s promoters, however, along with the rest of the mainstream media, were apparently so disinterested in whatever this ghetto-born musical oddity was, the only advance published mention of the show appeared the day before in The New York Times. In a brief attempt  to characterize the concert’s lineup of Run-DMC, LL Cool J, and newcomer Whodini, the Times asserted:Rap music—syncopated rhymes atop electronic funk—has become a long-running rock style, in no small part due to the popularity of Joey Simmons and Darryl McDaniels, better known as Run-D.M.C. Shouting in unison or filling in each other’s lines over the funk drumbeats and hard-rock guitar chords supplied by the disk jockey Jam-Master Jay, Run-D.M.C. boast about their exploits and put down others’ follies. Some of their rhymes were once supplied by James Todd Smith, alias L. L. Cool J. (which stands for Ladies Love Cool James), now becoming a rap star in his own right—a cocky word-slinger who is fond of polysyllables and unexpected pauses.... While recent rap concerts . . . have been marred by incidents, the security force inside and outside the arena will be, a Garden spokesman said, “beefed up a lot” for the concert. Tomorrow at 8 P.M.; tickets are $17.50.





Even if the writing seems quaint by most standards, the Times got one thing right: The threesome—Joseph “Run” Simmons, Darryl “DMC” McDaniels, and Jason “Jam Master Jay” Mizell—were already considered titans of the small but expanding kingdom of rap. After first appearing on the scene in the spring of 1983, the trio from Hollis, Queens—not far from my neighborhood of Queens Village—had been blazing trails across urban America, gathering momentum. Three years later, Run-DMC were on their way to becoming the first true superstars of hip-hop. In terms of record sales, they were riding a meaningful wave with Raising Hell, their aptly named third album, released earlier that year. Dropping hit singles one after the other, the album would go on to be certified multiplatinum and, in time, would be critically hailed as a genre-defining masterpiece.

But the tale I’m here to tell is less about the music itself and more about the atomic reaction it created, a catalytic force majeure that went beyond musical boundaries and into the psyche of young America—blurring cultural and demographic  lines so permanently that it laid the foundation for a transformation I have dubbed “tanning.” Hip-hop had come about in a time, in places, and through multiple, innovative means that enabled it to level the playing field like no other movement of pop culture, allowing for a cultural exchange between all comers, groups of kids who were black, white, Hispanic, Asian, you name it. Somehow this homegrown music resonated across racial and socioeconomic lines and provided a cultural connection based on common experiences and values, and in turn it revealed a generationally shared mental complexion.

Granted, the journey of tanning—as we’ll be exploring it—didn’t begin or happen solely with the advent of hip-hop. But without a doubt the trajectory was significantly altered on July 19, 1986, at Madison Square Garden during one of the final numbers performed by Run-DMC. Unlikely? Yes. Even more unlikely, tanning history was made that night, all because of a sneaker.

And not just any sneaker. Of course, I’m referring to that most coveted, finest of German imports, the white shell-toed Adidas athletic shoe with the iconic three black stripes, worn with either no laces or, later, with fat laces and a popped tongue. This was not only the sneaker that was part of Run-DMC’s early signature style—along with track suits, big-ass gold chains, and black-brim fedoras—but a shoe that the trio had immortalized in a single they proudly entitled “My Adidas.”

So what exactly possessed the threesome to rap about their love for a sneaker? A logical question with a logical answer. No, it wasn’t just how cool the shoes were or how even more f**kin’ cool it was to wear them without laces, at the same time that you kept them blindingly white, spit-polished, tissue paper stuffed inside when you weren’t wearing them to make sure not a wrinkle or a blemish ever marred the virgin leather. But the coolness of owning and wearing an elite brand that informed the owner’s identity wasn’t what inspired the song. As it turns out, the idea had come from none other than Russell Simmons, hip-hop impresario, founder of Rush Management and cofounder of Def Jam Records—not to mention Run-DMC’s manager and Run’s big brother. According to lore, Russell had glanced at Joey’s sneakers  one day and had thrown the suggestion out to the group, saying something like, “You should make a record about all the places where your sneakers have been.”

The concept, as I understand it, was to tell a story about their shoes as a metaphor for how far they’d traveled already, coming basically from nowhere along a path that was leading onto the largest, grandest stages of the world. Case in point: In 1985 Run-DMC was the only rap group invited to participate in Live Aid, the first-ever intercontinental telethon rock extravaganza, a fund-raiser to end starvation in Africa, starring marquee artists Sting, U2, Sir Paul McCartney, the Who, Madonna, Bob Dylan, and Led Zeppelin. Hence the lyrics: “My Adidas walk through concert doors and roam all over coliseum floors / I stepped onstage, at Live Aid / All the people played and the POOR got paid . . .”

Released as the B-side to the megahit “Peter Piper”—a medley of nursery rhymes in rap—“My Adidas” didn’t do much out of the box. That is, at first. Then something happened and suddenly it began to appeal and sell to consumers from zip codes where rap wasn’t even on the radio, much less being stocked in the record stores. Suburban, white zip codes. Where before black-bred music that went on to appeal to the masses was known to cross over, moving from R&B to pop charts, records like “My Adidas” were beginning to hint that hip-hop (a term intended to refer to the music and the urban youth culture surrounding it) was different. Instead of adapting to the mainstream, it was causing something along the lines of a reverse crossover. Hip-hop was an invitation to join in the cool it embodied. It often required the audience to come to it, to travel beyond borders just to buy the records, to walk in somebody else’s shoes. And meanwhile, with those buying patterns changing, with concert-goers arriving at shows sporting their own Adidas sneakers, Russell and the rest of Rush Management recognized immediately that the modest hit had sparked a fashion trend.

A risky plan came together to take advantage of that trend at Madison Square Garden. Not knowing how it would play out, Russell and his team convinced Adidas executives to fly over from Germany for the show. What specifically was said to get them to make the trip—not to mention attend a rap concert populated  by a constituency not aligned with their brand—I don’t know. What I can report is that in the mid-eighties, after dominating the world’s sports shoe market for decades, Adidas was struggling.

Adi Dassler, the company’s founder—who had spent sixty years putting Adidas at the front of the pack and who, early on, was the first to sign an African-American, Jesse Owens, to an endorsement deal—had passed away some years earlier. Internationally, elite athletes and soccer enthusiasts could still be counted in the Adidas camp. But in the United States, at a time when Nike was making its first couple billion with Michael Jordan and when Reebok was still raking in sales (thanks to the aerobics craze), Adidas was facing extinction. In fact, together Nike and Reebok controlled half the North American athletic footwear market, while Adidas was down to 3 percent of U.S. sneaker sales. Given the landscape, the decision makers at Adidas apparently figured they had nothing to lose by attending the concert, and even opted to send Angelo Anastasio, their head of marketing, along with an entourage of company heavyweights, across the Atlantic to see what was going down.

Up until the moment of truth when Run began to chant the first line of “My Adidas,” Russell and his people had to have been holding their breath. In other venues, the crowd reactions had been so ecstatic that there was no reason to expect this audience would be any different. But then again, this was Madison Square Garden, New York City, where concertgoers were unpredictable, even mercurial. So it was only when Run and DMC, backed by Jam Master Jay’s spinning turntables, roared into the first verse and the crowd immediately chimed in, full-throated—twenty thousand strong—that they knew the Adidas guys would be wowed. Nothing could have prepared them, however, for what happened next.

As if driven by the fervor of the crowd, suddenly Run reached down and removed one of his shoes, rapping out its name in the singular—“My Adida!”—and held it high over his head, like a warrior holding up his blade for all to see. Egging the audience on, Run and the others dared them to respond. And they did. On cue, as hoped for, they all reached down to remove one of their sneakers and then held it in their hands above their  heads, so that it looked like a pulsating sea of the black triplestriped Adidas emblem on white leather waving in unison over the heads of everyone at Madison Square Garden.

In the ensuing years, accounts of the events that followed took on mythical proportions. Though the details I’d hear as my career evolved would vary—what was said and by whom, when it was proposed, how much was offered—the central fact of the matter is that when the Adidas executives witnessed twenty thousand young urban fans jubilantly holding their brand aloft, they immediately saw the incredible economic potential that this new, raw form of entertainment possessed. Besides the vision of Russell Simmons and company in anticipating this reaction, I have to acknowledge how far ahead of his time Angelo Anastasio was. An Italian in his thirties, Anastasio would have been foolish to think Run-DMC in any way resembled the all-American mainstream images that global companies yearned to associate with their brands. But by all accounts, the cultural revelation that night at the Garden was as akin to a religious conversion as anything the Adidas brass had ever experienced.

According to Run (a.k.a. Reverend Run in later decades), the instant he walked offstage, one of the executives took him in hand and announced he was going to be given his own Adidas line. In a move that was completely unprecedented in the annals of marketing history, Adidas went on to negotiate an endorsement deal with Run-DMC to promote the company’s sneakers, the threesome’s own signature products, and an array of accessories. At upward of 1.5 million dollars, the deal made the rappers the first-ever nonathletes to become the international standard-bearers for what had theretofore been strictly marketed as an athletic shoe. The deal also transformed the fortunes of Adidas Group AG, bringing them back from the brink of marketplace irrelevance and infusing their brand with the unbridled energy and electromagnetic cool of urban youth, all of which translated into a quantum boost in revenue too.

This translation—a convergence between two entities from totally dissimilar, distinct cultural galaxies—was a foreshadowing of greater magic still to come. Not only did it school hip-hop artists and their promoters as to the opportunities to be seized  in the cosmos of corporate marketing, but it was also an even bigger eye-opener for the corporate marketers. That said, I don’t think anyone knew what the alignment of the two forces that had officially commenced that July of 1986 was going to do to accelerate the tanning effect and alter the landscape of America—racially, socially, politically, and especially economically. It’s even more doubtful that anyone envisioned the extent to which hip-hop would take root—as a culture and a mind-set—for the younger generations it drew into its fold, becoming a way of life and, moreover, for all intents and purposes a religion.

As for me, it wasn’t until November 2008—more than two decades after Run-DMC blasted off into pop culture history in their sneakers—that I grasped the personal significance of the momentous concert at Madison Square Garden. The relevance to my life and career finally dawned on me in the midst of a very memorable occasion—on November 18, 2008, to be precise—during a gala luncheon at Cipriani in midtown Manhattan where I was being inducted into the American Advertising Federation’s Hall of Achievement. As I sat at a table surrounded by some of my most important influences—including my parents—it occurred to me that if not for the wheels set into motion by “My Adidas,” I might not have been sitting there at all.

At thirty-eight years old, as a relative newcomer to the advertising business, I was more surprised by the honor than just about anyone—that is, maybe, except for my father. After watching me switch in and out of five different colleges (without graduating) and try my hand at a series of occupations, he had every reason to think that I was never going to settle into a career.

Nothing had really changed his mind during the 1990s. Those were the years of my twenties, when I was working my way up in the music business. After starting out as a roadie-turned-road-manager for the rap duo Kid ’n Play, I launched my own company as an artists’ manager and producer, overseeing the careers of artists like Nas and Mary J. Blige, before going on to head up a record division at Sony Records and ultimately being made president of urban music at Interscope/Geffen/A&M Records. The universe of hip-hop was expanding exponentially in those days and for me it was like being at the forefront of the action when  the wild, wild west was won—while being in the mix with everyone from Jay-Z to Sean “Puffy” Combs, from Mariah Carey and Will Smith to Dr. Dre and Eminem, to name a few.

For the Queens teenager in me who grew up taping rap music on pirate radio at two in the morning, to have risen to the heights of the music industry as an executive, not even thirty years old, with a Grammy and an American Music Award as icing on the cake, I was living a dream come true. Not that it was all glory. From without and within, obstacles abounded.

Even in these big boom years for hip-hop, most of the major record labels had no idea how to market the music, much less understand the culture. Many powerbrokers—like the head of the record label at Sony, Don Ienner, who was known to have dropped both Alicia Keys and 50 Cent from their first label—seemed to uphold the status quo that continued to view black music, in general, as appealing mainly to African-American audiences ; rap continued to be seen by the industry as viable only with a subgroup of that niche demographic. As a result, for much of the nineties, getting radio play and music videos on TV had been a daily battle royale.

But against the odds and sometimes in spite of itself, rap and hip-hop culture couldn’t and wouldn’t be stopped. Incredibly, by the end of 1999 it was determined that rap music had outsold country music for the year. Crazy! The craziest part wasn’t just the sales figures but where they were being generated: in those illogical zip codes in places like Orem, Utah, and Kennebunkport, Maine; in rural outposts and on Ivy League campuses; in suburbs and inner cities alike.

How was this possible? In short: It was the phenomenon that’s at the center of this book, The Tanning of America. The cultural explosion occurring mainly under the radar made me wonder if there was some kind of millennial mind meld happening. Were younger generations disproving the conventional wisdom that was running corporate America and Madison Avenue? To unravel those questions and others, I decided to leave the music business at the top of my game and go in search of answers in a radically different direction—in the advertising world. As an outsider, this meant I would have to start at the bottom of the  ladder in an industry that was driven by baby boomers, many stuck in mind-sets from yesteryear, none eager to give up the keys to the car. But there was also a new developing arena within the ad business, what has been called branded or entertainment marketing, that provided an opportunity for me to have a hand in its evolution. That’s when the story of “My Adidas” and Run-DMC began to resonate.

Clearly, cultural tremors of the magnitude that were being generated in hip-hop’s early glory days had caused changes in commerce—currents that had spread over time and were starting to cause seismic shifts in consciousness. So the convergence back in July 1986 wasn’t a fluke or chance meeting. It was a mirror for what was happening on a broader scale in urban America and beyond, revealing how rap was a litmus test for where youth culture was going, and how a savvy marketer from Europe picked up on the cues—doing so in ways that much of Madison Avenue and corporate America hadn’t yet figured out. (And many still haven’t.)

That was the kind of mirror I wanted to hold up. Which, I should add, still didn’t convince my father that I had a real job. Try telling your parents that you make your living by translating cultural cues to Fortune 500 companies and helping them communicate more effectively with consumers. After partnering with advertising veteran Peter Arnell for a couple of years before our company was sold, I went on to launch my own agency—with the collaboration of some of the most brilliant individuals I’ve ever met. Our team comes from not only a mix of business worlds (including marketing, music, and media) but also a multi-generational, multiethnic mix of backgrounds: a literal representation of global tanning.

From the start, I recognized that the countercultural nature of hip-hop didn’t lend itself to being packaged or regimented in the way that advertising campaigns run by corporate America move. But I also knew that there was a natural meeting place for the two. Uncommon bedfellows? No question. But they also each have something the other needs. My role was to be the conduit—the bridge. And so that was the thinking behind the name, Translation, that I chose for my company and to describe what we do.

As a kind of pop culture anthropologist, what I also do is help clients find relevant ways to reinvigorate their brand—whether, as a few examples, it’s McDonald’s, Target, Estée Lauder, Hewlett-Packard, Wrigley, Tommy Hilfiger, Verizon, State Farm, Samsung, a shoe company or two, or a host of public and philanthropic organizations. In a time of economic upheaval the likes of which we’ve been living through in recent years, marketers’ connecting meaningfully to the new young consumer—the single most powerful purchasing force ever measured, who is currently driving the global marketplace—is a life-and-death brand survival act. This too has to do with translating. No, not in sending messages to be crammed down the throats of consumers, but in extending an invitation, communicating it with nuance and cool.

Others have pointed out, and I agree, that marketing must evolve beyond the monologue, to dialogue and to megalogue. No longer can advertising lecture or dictate to customers; interaction and exchange are vital. Add to that the social networking media and technology that the millennials have understood since nursery school, and it means that marketing to the group conversation—the megalogue—must be seamlessly incorporated.

Translated, this has required a thorough housecleaning of the old demographic boxes—for example, the “black 18 to 24” box that you mark differently from the “white 18 to 24”—along with questioning worn-out assumptions about who wants what and why and, more importantly nowadays, who needs what and why. It requires an authentic, vibrant, hip, and, at times, reinvented means of storytelling—and a rejection of yesterday’s rules. Why not, for instance, start with a hip-hop/pop superstar, produce a hit single by said artist, and invite millions of consumers to pay for it, to sing the words, and to dance to its beat in clubs and dance halls? With the stage thus set, why not then reveal in a similarly contagious upbeat commercial that it’s a jingle—and blow everyone’s mind? Translation has done it on more than a few occasions for blue-chip institutional brands, only as one element in multitiered campaign strategies. We employed the work of fashion’s modern godfather, Valentino, to showcase Samsung products—marrying the timeless art of fashion with the immediate cool of cutting-edge technology, all in the middle of a New  York City street. We conceived and launched new brands for the likes of Reebok, attaching them to signature lines based on the tastes of global hip-hop icons, transforming images stuck back in the day into ones being given a street pass.

Reflecting the changes in attitudes influenced by tanning, we celebrate the clash of cultures and generations in mash-ups that bring together often the least likely pairings from the worlds of sports and pop culture. A musical remix for General Motors with artists that run the gamut from hip-hop to rock to country. A McDonald’s Super Bowl spot putting together multigenerational basketball icons like Larry Bird and LeBron James. A campaign making Gwen Stefani/Hewlett-Packard relevant to mothers with cameras. Making a connection in values to black audiences and communities of color for Disney’s film The Princess and the Frog by aligning it with the most genuinely natural beauty line on the market to lend credibility to their first African-American princess franchise!

What I do for a living also involves assisting clients, the public at large, and my own team to find comfort in the discomfort of going where we have feared to tread before. This has involved representing the core values of artists while grooming them as entrepreneurs and philanthropists, and on the flip side bringing the worldwide creative directors of brands such as Gucci and Crest toothpaste physically into the inner city. It has involved having a voice in diverse media and educational forums to promote the need for seeking the same fluency in the boardroom as on the street. Comfort in discomfort.

At Cipriani on November 18, 2008, it was with great pride that I accepted the induction honor and, standing at the podium, was able to confirm to Dad, “Yes, I really do have a job.” No one present that day was any prouder than him, except maybe my mom.

Up until that moment, I had continued to feel like an outsider in the advertising world. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing either, if the goal is bringing fresh insights to the table. But that day there was no denying a new sense of belonging. And I realized then that it wasn’t just about me or about the convergence of the worlds of hip-hop and mainstream marketing that had lit a spark with “My Adidas” and had been a magic charm  for my career. It was about the positive, powerful potential of urban youth culture, which, when harnessed properly, managed to bring disparate groups of people together in ways that the combined energies of previous generations could not.

Lest there be any question about that proposition, I only had to think of how the planet had shifted on its axis a mere two weeks earlier with the 2008 presidential election. To my parents, their generation, and the generations before them who had marched for freedom and equality, this was crossing the river Jordan into the Promised Land—the end of the struggle. To us, generations raised post–baby boom and post–civil rights, it was the first true flexing of our political muscle—a beginning. The playing field had been leveled for everyone—black, white, brown, yellow, red, blue, green, rich, poor, educated or not, those with access and those without. For many who had never believed it possible, this was the first time they could honestly say, “Hey, you know what, maybe I can be president.”

Here’s how Jay-Z put it, calling out to the legions, asking first, “Roc nation, what up?” and then going on to answer:My president is black 
In fact he’s half-white 
So even in a racist mind 
He’s half right 
If u have a racist mind, u be aight 
My president is black 
But his house is all white 
Rosa Parks sat so Martin Luther could walk 
Martin Luther walked so Barack Obama could run 
Barack Obama ran so all the children could fly.





So there I was, twelve days after the election, at Cipriani, where I was celebrating a personal career highlight and a historical pinnacle for our country, when the dots connected for me that became the outline for this book. The premise was suddenly simple. If you stuck a pin in a place in time, not long after the dawn of the 1970s in the Bronx—where hip-hop would have its official birthplace in a rec room at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue—you  could draw a direct line from that location to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, where President Barack Obama took up residence almost forty years later. It’s a journey that would have never been completed without the adhesive of youth culture and its embrace of a mind-set inclusive of racial diversity—a phenomenon wrought by the tanning of America.

One of the complications in understanding how such a cultural revolution is propelled is that as it gathers individuals from different backgrounds into a more like-minded stratum, at the same time there is an equal and opposite reaction causing push-back and opposition to change. For that reason, I recognize that not everyone believes that what I have identified as tanning is actually happening or that there is this new mental melting pot that impacts all of us. And that is one of the main purposes I have in writing this book.

For anyone at any level of commerce, from corporate execs to aspiring entrepreneurs, from marketing directors to college students who will soon be entering the working world, this is therefore a cautionary tale: Ignore the globalization of popular culture at your own peril. Just as I believe passionately in pointing out there is such a thing as tanning that matters for marketing, I also think it is to the benefit of every sector of society to learn how we can better communicate with one another—which involves understanding code and learning to speak the language of tanning, which is not static and written in stone but is continually, rapidly evolving. From the point of view of sheer economics, this fluency is not only necessary for knowing and connecting to today’s younger consumer (without losing existing, core consumers), it’s all the more important for the generations who could be pulling the levers on the forces shaping the global marketplace.

My hope is that the audience for this book is as inclusive as the generation most influenced by the tanning process. You don’t have to be a teen or tween or in your early twenties to take part in a culture that has gotten rid of segments ruled by color. Tan really has no age. And cool really is a state of mind. At the same time, The Tanning of America is more than a chronicle of how we arrived at where we are. I also want it  to be a coming-out party for those of you in the generation stepping into adulthood in the new millennium who’ve grown up without the cultural stereotypes of the past. Putting myself in your shoes, I imagine that it would be empowering to have someone open the world’s eyes to my generation’s way of thinking, my generation’s capacities that contrast with those of other generations—those dinosaurs who see society in columns and who hold on to beliefs bound by compartmentalized ways and behaviors.

Because I come out of the hip-hop generation and have the unique dual perspective of having worked in the music industry and in advertising, I have had a chance to both observe the cultural revolution of tanning and experience it. What I don’t want to see happen is that we ignore its hybrid-power properties or that it goes by the wayside as disposable history or that credit isn’t given to our generation and the next ones. We’re the ones who will need to grapple with how to keep the American dream alive and well in our time—the dream that is still intrinsic to popular culture, our number one most profitable national export.

My ultimate goal in writing The Tanning of America is to put an end, once and for all, to the boxing of individuals based on color. From a marketing standpoint, yes, I understand why the interests of an age group like 25 to 34 might be different from those of the 62 to 75 group. But color is no longer a determining factor in how people think. Run DMC and “My Adidas” proved that. The fact that the music, the language, the style, and even the belief system of hip-hop culture have gone global, spurring the next wave of tanning around the world, also proves it.

Oh, and I want to add that, yes, by pointing out that there is a belief system I am arguing that hip-hop has taken on the attributes of a religion. Not a name-brand religion practiced as such or one that’s rooted in existing religious orders. But I do want to argue that a mentality that embraces all colors is godly. I also will argue that hip-hop can be seen as having the same markers that occur with all major religions—among them a connection to community, a connection to spirit through personal experience (in the music itself), a coherent doctrine and morality, code,  ritual, an organization and hierarchy, and a mythology featuring heroes and leaders. History matters too, especially in the telling of how hip-hop rose up from urban ashes to elevate and empower its adherents in much the same way that the most enduring religions throughout history have come about.

If this point seems incongruous with some of the more sensational, more destructive aspects of rap music, I would further argue that those characteristics are not representative of the core values of the movement. While it is true that religion is only one component of culture—along with other connectors that include ethnicity, geography, customs, arts, language, legends, and lifestyle—I believe that the essence of the culture is what it provides that is meaningful to people’s lives. At its best, a religion does that. At its best, hip-hop can too. Tanning shows us the way.

Because there is a parallel in the chronology of my career path and the three stages of the journey of tanning, I’ve personalized my experience of the phenomenon with my own stories and anecdotes. Also included are insights from several leading pop culture influences and marketing thought leaders who were willing to come along for the ride. In part 1 (which covers the seventies to the nineties) we’ll gain an understanding of how tanning happened and how economic rules began to be rewritten. In part 2 (the nineties to the early 2000s) I’ll report the lessons learned in the field from harnessing the unruly power of urban culture and its iconic representatives (stars and consumers alike). And in part 3 (2008 on) we’ll explore where we’re headed next in terms of shifting political, cultural, and economic crosscurrents, given the globalization of tanning.

No matter how far I’ve traveled in miles and time away from where I came from, it’s never failed to amaze me how the spread of urban youth culture has outpaced me. A few years ago I decided to go on a vacation that would let me leave modern civilization and the fast pace of daily life behind. So I booked a trip that would take me through the French countryside. In a tiny village outside of Aix that was built in the 1700s I stayed at a beautiful hotel, Le Columne d’Or, with a restaurant known for the famous artists—Picasso and Matisse—who used to frequent  it and who left behind masterpieces they actually painted on the walls. Walking through the village the first morning there, I was enjoying the charming narrow cobblestone streets and the shops carved out of stone when I came around a bend and, lo and behold, arrived face-to-face with a jewelry store that had its name emblazoned on its awning: BLING.

I laughed out loud. As the saying goes, wherever you go, there you are. The world is smaller all the time. Bling. Universal. Timeless. That’s how far hip-hop culture had infiltrated, through the process of codification, conveyed via a language and infrastructure built on the same pillars that create governments and religious institutions and global economies. Because Madison Avenue and others in corporate America were late to understand the code, youth culture got to call the shots and shape the game. We could then say to those who missed out: You could get it, but you didn’t want it. I couldn’t get it, so I took it. We’re in the same place. Tanning.




 PART ONE

 HOW TANNING HAPPENED

(cod·i·fi·cā tion) 
[kod-uh-fi-kay-shun]

 

(a) the act, process, or result of arranging in a systematic form or code (b) the act, process, or result of stating the rules and principles applicable in a given legal order to one or more broad areas of life in this form of a code.






 CHAPTER 1

 WALK THIS WAY

Most cultural movements that go on to have staying power begin in the grass roots. They may appear to come about by accident and more or less spontaneously. But more often than not there is an underlying need that summons the energy required to build a movement. As anyone who was around in hip-hop’s formative years can tell you, it was born from the need to know how to rock a party. Plain and simple. That’s how tanning really was propelled. And before the terms “hip-hop” or “rap” officially existed, that’s what a handful of resourceful individuals understood and did to get the whole ball rolling.

We’re talking generally about the year 1970—the same year, by the way, that I was born. But it wasn’t until I was nine years old, late in 1979, that I even heard the words “hip” and “hop” strung together or was able to grasp the notion of what being a rapper actually meant. That was when, fatefully, I heard a record that changed my life (and pop culture) forever.

Like it’s yesterday, I can still remember that moment over at my aunt’s home in Brooklyn—where it seemed there was always a party under way with relatives and neighbors hanging out, a  great spread of food, and new, hot music on the record player. Most stereo systems in those days could be adapted for the single two-sided records that were smaller and had the big hole in the middle (45 RPM) as well as the bigger records with the small holes (33⅓ RPM)—which were the full albums that had several songs on each side.

But as the intro plays to what I recognize as “Good Times” by the group Chic and I’m drawn into the living room because it’s a familiar hit song from the previous summer, I encounter a record on the turntable that defies categorization. Instead of the sweet female lead vocals of that disco smash, I hear something totally different and spot a baby-blue label on the black vinyl record I’ve never seen before. Even though it’s a twelve-inch disc, the size of an album, as I listen to the rhyming words being spoken—“Singin’ on ’n’ ’n’ on ’n’ on / The beat don’t stop until the break of dawn / Singin’ on ’n’ ’n’ on ’n’ on on ’n’ on / Like a hot buttered a pop da pop da pop dibbie dibbie pop da pop pop / Ya don’t dare stop”—it hits me that this entire side is one long song.

Almost fifteen minutes long as it turns out. Or, to be exact, fourteen minutes and thirty-six seconds of pure fun laid over the thumping bass beat from the break of “Good Times” with sing-along words easy to remember and repeat. The record, I discover, is by an unknown group, the Sugarhill Gang, and is called “Rapper’s Delight.”

From then on, nobody ever has to tell me what rap is. It’s whatever words are spoken, chanted, or talk-sung, or whatever philosophies, stories, or ideas are espoused, by the house party Master of Ceremonies (the emcee, also known as the MC). Halfway through this first hearing I’m hooked and start playing the song over and over again until I have it memorized, beginning with the invitation to the party that needs no translation: “I said a hip hop the hippie the hippie to the hip hip hop / A you don’t stop / The rock it to the bang bang boogie /Say up jumped the boogie to the rhythm of the boogie, the beat.”

Hip hop? There it was. For most of us this was the first general public outing of the hybrid word. People disagree about who exactly coined the term but most sources cite Lovebug Starski as the DJ/MC who, in the early seventies, started referring  to the house party scene as cultivating a hip-hop culture. Kids would bring their boom boxes or a DJ would show up with his gear and the party could rock. “Rapper’s Delight” used music that was already in the vernacular (the familiar “Good Times” by Chic) and added new ingredients in the form of spoken-word lyrics made out of fresh expressions. Code. Even if you didn’t know what a “sucka MC” or a “fly girl” was, or how a rhyme could be “vicious,” “Rapper’s Delight” put the language into context and passed the expressions along.

What I loved at nine years old was how the lyrics were really funny nursery rhymes, easy to memorize and repeat. Phrases like “Hotel, motel, Holiday Inn” just stuck in your brain, as did the humor of rhyming “hands in the air” with “shake your derriere” or getting sick “from food you ate” and running to the store “for a bottle of Kaopectate.” There was no real social protest. Rap wasn’t there yet. But there was already an authenticity in a brand being shouted out. And the situations were ones that even I at age nine had experienced: “Have you ever went over to a friend’s house to eat and the food just ain’t no good? / I mean the macaroni’s soggy the peas are mushed and the chicken tastes like wood . . .” On top of all that, it was exciting to think that you could be part of a crew, have a record, just from making up poetry and chanting about stuff that happened all the time. That was fly, seriously fly.

Obviously, I wasn’t the only one who thought so. Within a few weeks, it seemed like every kid in Queens had memorized the words to “Rapper’s Delight”—no easy feat for a song that had no bridge or hook—and we would hold battles to see who could recite it from the top without messing up. We were extending our own breaks on the playground or after school, using a popular record to bring fun and meaning into our lives.

However, as I noticed at my aunt’s house in Brooklyn, not everybody dug the free-form storytelling and irreverent rhyming. Made no sense. After all, if you listened to the words, you’d hear that the invite was to come one and come all: “I like to say hello / To the black, to the white, the red, and the brown, the purple and yellow.” If Sugarhill was shouting out all colors, it would follow that all generations were welcome too.

Maybe, I concluded, there was some frequency level coming from this record that could only be appreciated by the young and the hip and would otherwise fall on deaf older ears, the way a dog whistle can only be heard by canine ears. No doubt this must have been the same reaction older generations had when soul singers like Ray Charles and Sam Cooke started taking music out of the church, or earlier when Charlie Parker and Miles Davis broke from the standards of big-band jazz to bend notes and clash chords.

In the days and weeks and months that followed, with “Rapper’s Delight” exploding onto the scene, blasting out of boom boxes, car radios, and record stores, pumping out of windows onto the streets, the generational gap showed itself in the marketplace. Before long, the dog-whistle effect had permeated barriers of color and geography and transformed one of the first-ever rap records from a word-of-mouth success to certified gold. After hitting number four on the R&B list and as high as number thirty-six on the pop list, “Rapper’s Delight” became an anthem for a changing era. It was buoyed by the outdoor fitness craze starting up, including skate and surf culture, along with a growing market for cassette tapes instead of records, and the advent of the Sony Walkman and other personal listening devices. Soon folks of all backgrounds in the cities and suburbs of America were on the move like never before, rocking their own parties and heading into the uncharted waters of the 1980s. The Sugarhill Gang had lit a tanning spark.

Ironically—and this is not the only part of the story that is ironic—the three MCs were newcomers who had only performed together as a crew for the first time on the same day as the actual recording session. To explain how that turned out as well as it did, some background is in order.




 Rules of Aspiration 

Whenever we revisit history or examine the forces that launched a cultural movement, we naturally speak of the heroes who led  the way. So the question of who invented hip-hop is in order. But the question to ask first should not be who so much as what invented this culture. And that answer, easily, bluntly, is the force of aspiration. It’s the power that turns nothing into something, that creates worlds and paves destinies, and changes the have-nots into the have-somes and occasionally the have-it-alls. Without it, I should add, the field of marketing would become obsolete. Aspiration. It’s a mix of desire, hope, imagination, creativity, fearlessness, and a few other ingredients, among which last but not least is belief—specifically, a belief that whatever it is that’s the focus of the aspiration is obtainable.

In the late sixties and early seventies, when hip-hop was gestating in pockets of activity scattered around New York’s inner city—with the Bronx at the epicenter—the house party scene had elements that were definitely aspirational. By that I mean if you were network-connected, hooked up to the right people who were at the forefront of seeing who could rock the best parties, that would set you apart, lend you stature, and give you a local calling card. With concerts, clubs, dance halls, and discos propelling existing musical genres into the mainstream, another function of the house parties was to create the newest counterculture. It had aspects of being an underground society, accessible to younger generations in communities of color who couldn’t get into those other venues because of age or disinterest or racial barriers or inability to pay cover charges and afford the nicer clothes those venues required.

Youthful rebellion that had fueled movements of the sixties and earlier could have an outlet now as part of the house party counterculture—much like the punk rock scene that was starting up in European cities. Not surprisingly, this was the same steam being vented in the breakout days of ghetto graffiti—known as “writing” and sometimes “tagging”—that revealed another aspect of the aspiration to go against the grain, to gain credibility for having something to say, for saying it with bold lettering, pictures, symbols, and other abbreviated code, and even for breaking the law to say it. Without a doubt, it was vandalism. But it was also, without a doubt, art.

In the 1990s, when I started traveling to other cities in the U.S.  and abroad, graffiti on unfamiliar walls was a sight for sore eyes. It made me feel at home, regardless of the language, like somebody was there who understood my conversation, my experience and background, and I could understand theirs. Global tanning. And by then, graffiti had become inextricably woven into hip-hop culture, considered one of its four intrinsic elements right alongside DJing, MCing, and B-boying.

All of those elements, combined with the energy of youthful aspiration, were in the recipe back in the burgeoning house party era. Add to that the music and attitudes of newly arrived immigrant populations, bringing the strong island flavors of reggae and ska, mixing with the rest of hip-hop’s musical melting pot inheritance. Who wouldn’t want to be around for that? Plus, being part of something you needed a pass to attend gave you credibility, proved that you knew the code, that someone had given you the lowdown. Like most parties in most eras, your coolness quotient would be determined by whether or not you showed up in style, by your ability to hold court (especially with the opposite sex), and absolutely by whether you could hold your own on the dance floor. But to really be the man (or the woman) at any house or yard party, the ultimate aspiration was to control the turntables and/or the mic. The DJ/MC—often one and the same in the early days—was king.

In the South Bronx at the time that my generation and I were toddlers, three such kings—known forevermore as the holy trinity of hip-hop—were DJ Kool Herc, Afrika Bambaataa, and Grandmaster Flash. Historically, each played a distinct role in pioneering and expanding the musical/cultural field that grew out of the house party scene. Though they battled for supremacy in terms of local appeal—sometimes with literal DJ battles where sheer volume usually ruled the day—each needed the other two to push his own game forward.

True to his name, Flash took the basic elements of rap and turned up the wattage on performance and production values. As a DJ, he put himself front and center, over and above his playlist, inventing certain scratch-and-mix techniques almost singlehandedly—like the day when he accidentally dropped the needle on a record and had to hustle to move it in sync to the  beat. Flash also increased the number of rappers onstage with him, making the inclusion of a crew of MCs with showmanship skills a rap mainstay.

Afrika Bambaataa was a mash-up maestro, playing everything from soul to salsa to disco, from rock, pop, funk, and reggae to TV theme songs. A former gangbanger, he also used his prominence as a DJ to convince some of the warring gangs to take their battles onto the mic or the dance floor. To create order for these functions, Bam went on to devise his own set of rules. As one of the first to codify a means for building the youth movement, Bambaataa would be credited with identifying the required elements that constitute hip-hop.

In 1970, the future DJ Kool Herc (fifteen-year-old Clive Campbell, who had recently come to the Bronx from Jamaica) started a house party business, spinning a funky collection of 45s on a rustic borrowed sound system wherever he could get hired. Probably the most daunting issue for him and most aspiring DJs in those days was a technical one—how to extend the break in the music, the most danceable section of the record. Extending the break, logically, was a matter of finding a way to repeat it, to keep the groove steady enough for the break dancers—the break boys and girls, also known as B-boys and B-girls—and hang on to the beat long enough to rap to it, using language, humor, and rhythm to fire up the crowd. Without sampling or the digital devices of future eras, to keep the break repeating on a continuous loop the pioneering DJs came up with the practice of setting up two turntables with the same record and extending the break by switching back and forth, jumping from one turntable to the other, playing the break over from the start, as seamlessly as possible.

While Clive refined his technology and style, honing his skills all across the Bronx, he ran track and lifted weights at school, where he earned the superhero nickname of Hercules. Meanwhile, a short-lived stint as a graffiti writer had led him to the sign-off that didn’t totally reveal his identity to the authorities—“Clyde as Kool.” Putting all three identities together, in 1973 he officially became DJ Kool Herc, taking just the Kool from his tagging name and shortening Hercules to Herc.

And then, finally, ready to put his learning to the test, in August 1973 Herc decided to join forces with his sister and become an entrepreneur. The two pooled their resources and rented the rec room of the apartment building to which they’d recently moved. The address? It was 1520 Sedgwick Avenue. With nothing more by way of advertising than handwritten invitations promoting the first party and charging a few coins to get in, there must have been the smell of history in the making, because after word got out, kids showed up in droves. The crowd was mixed, mostly African-American, some Hispanic who were mainly of Caribbean black descent, and some whose families had recently arrived to the increasingly poverty-stricken, institutionally abandoned neighborhood, along with a few outliers from other backgrounds. But when the makeshift strobe started to pulse—thanks to a friend flicking the light switch on and off—and DJ Kool Herc took to the mic and began to play the breaks, there was only one language being spoken: pure, unadulterated fun.

Hip-hop was born that night, even if it hadn’t been named yet, and so had the legendary status of DJ Kool Herc, whose reputation preceded him far and wide almost overnight. Other masterful MCs and DJs would rise to equal and greater prominence, but because Herc helped to create the language and would therefore remain in a class of his own, nobody could truly take the throne from him. He would forever remain proof of the possibilities, that you could come from nothing, from the streets and even from the least likely circumstances, and make an indelible mark on the world.

The quest to leave a mark was not abstract—as could be heard in other voices contributing to the street code. There were the top graffiti writers, who spoke of “bombing” to describe their middle-of-the-night aerosol painting forays into the subway tunnels and onto tracks where the trains were locked down for the night. Battling individually or in crews, the objective was to see whose signature style could be most recognized and whose artwork could travel the farthest—literally, over the greatest stretch of tracks. B-boys and girls, many in their early teens, took existing dance moves out of the clubs, taped down  cardboard on concrete, and invented new ways of twisting, flipping, and spinning to create their own signature moves, each one winding up in a gravity-defying “freeze” that if you could nail could make you a legend. The classic B-boy stance, arms folded over your chest, chin jutted, sideways lean, one foot extended, said everything without words—code in the form of gesture that was about defying the odds, about being proud of who you were, what crowd backed you, and inviting or challenging others to engage.

So the party kept on rocking throughout the 1970s. Fueled by aspiration, collaboration, and competition, it continued almost completely under the radar of the rest of the world—including most of the island of Manhattan. That is, until some visionary individuals started to bridge the divide for no other reason than that they could. Fab Five Freddy, a Renaissance man of tanning, was one of those people. From Brooklyn, Freddy Brathwaite distinguished himself as a graffiti writer by tagging a particular train on the IRT line so often that he took the number—5—as part of his name. Also known as Freddy Love, a nickname that fits his outgoing energy and embrace of everyone and everything hip-hop, he had the crazy idea early in the game that graffiti artists were as important to popular culture as was, say, Andy Warhol. To make that statement, Fab Five Freddy began bombing trains by painting them with oversized Campbell’s soup cans, Warhol pop art style. It was a shout-out to an icon most graffiti writers didn’t necessarily know, and at the same time it signaled to the downtown art world that subway art could stand alongside high-priced works in their galleries, all day, any day. In fact, that idea would be captured in the 1983 breakout movie Wild Style, in which graffiti artist Lee Quinones starred and Freddy played a supporting role, as well as contributing to the soundtrack. A feature film with a fictional story line but shot like a documentary, Wild Style brought to life the roots of hip-hop culture. Writer/ director Charlie Ahearn cast many of the actual leading figures from the scene to make the movie all the more authentic.

Whenever Freddy describes how the gaps between these seemingly disconnected worlds were bridged, he usually goes back to hip-hop’s jazz underpinnings, particularly in bebop—one  of his earliest influences. Freddy’s godfather, jazz drummer and bebop pioneer Max Roach, was best friends with his dad, and in that mingling of black and Jewish and other immigrant sensibilities seeds were planted for cultural tanning and for the musical disobedience of conventional rules. Freddy told me, “My dad and Max and all the jazz guys believed that they were pushing music forward out of the underground to become the most important popular American art form. But then rock ’n’ roll and the Beatles happened and jazz, more or less, was pushed to the sidelines.” Miles Davis—and other musical rule-breakers—then rebelled against being segregated to a genre that spoke only to a narrow constituency. So Miles found the intersection between jazz and rock after going to the Fillmore and seeing Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin.

One day when Max Roach had come to the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn for a visit, a party was taking place with a DJ and Fab doing some of his own fun rhyming to the beat. After he had done his thing, Roach pulled him aside and told young Brathwaite, “This is some serious sh*t.” Popular music had always balanced melody, rhythm, and harmony; but now, Max Roach observed, the rhythm was going to take center stage and it was as powerful a force, even in infancy, as he had ever heard.

To Fab Five Freddy, the baton really had been passed from bebop to rap pioneers with some help from R&B and rock ’n’ roll—as early as the sixties—so that the next form of counterculture expression (hip-hop) could pick up where jazz had been sidelined in order to give musical/cultural sharing its popular due.

Freddy didn’t stop there. Before long, amazingly, he was instrumental in helping bring the uptown house party sensibility downtown. Not only did Fab Five Freddy help connect rap with the artsy disco/punk rock scene, but he also convinced gallery owners to open their doors to the work of graffiti writers. The next thing everyone knew, the most notorious East Coast graffiti artists were being linked with the likes of Fab’s downtown friends Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring. Suddenly gallery  owners, art collectors, and critics were proclaiming the magnificence of graffiti on canvas as both serious and worth investing thousands of dollars in.

The aspirational message that you could leave your mark on the world—and make some real money doing it—was new to the practitioners who had been doing the graff writing and rapping, as Fab observed, “from the standpoint of teenage angst.” And it was going to reverberate much more powerfully once rappers started to become recording artists. But that process, believe it or not, was not going to be so easy.




 It Takes a Woman 

The atmosphere of a house party, by its nature, never lent itself in any obvious way to recording or media technology. For radio programming and the sales of single records, the cut needed to last about three minutes. With most MCs rapping over the breaks of existing records, besides the fact that they could go on and on ’n’ ’n’ on for as long as an hour (or many more), they weren’t exactly writing songs that could be copyrighted lyrically or melodically. Besides that, the raps were frequently improvisations—freestyles—and included input from the crowd.

What had been successful was the homemade mix tapes made and sold through word of mouth, not too differently from other street fare. Also, selling mix tapes at house parties—or at other performance settings where rap was becoming a viable offering—could be a lucrative business for local and celebrity DJs. That was enough to convince a new crop of independent producers to try to solve the puzzle of how to get rap onto records. For a while, nothing really worked and the consensus was that perhaps the elements were only suited for the live experience.

But as the decade flew by and disco ran its course while R&B and other black artists were signed to major corporate labels—making Michael Jackson’s Off the Wall one of the biggest recording phenomena of 1979—there was a void in the marketplace.  Time for something different, something new. With the belief that rap’s moment had come, enterprising African-American indie-label producers stepped up their game, now with better results from a rap record or two that had existing fans impressed. Still, the magic hadn’t yet transferred to vinyl. While everyone was looking for the right mix, the resourceful producer who believed that such a translation was imminent and who wanted to be the one to do it first was former recording artist Sylvia Robinson of “Love Is Strange” and “Pillow Talk” hit fame.

In mid-1979, Sylvia and her husband had recently opened the doors of their new label, Sugar Hill Records, in Englewood, New Jersey, and needed product. And, as the story goes, after hearing MCs rhyming at a few different parties, she began scouring the town to identify the top talent and record them. But much to her surprise, no crew with name value or real credibility was interested. Why should they have been? After all, the motivation for rappers was to master the art form and win the love of the live and local audience. So any commercial recording enterprise might run the risk of being seen as inauthentic to the house party/performance art medium. Besides, if you were among the best MCs and wanted to put out a record, you would either produce it yourself (as with mix tapes) or go with an established label, not a start-up spearheaded by an outsider with ties to conventional R&B in suburban New Jersey.

But as I learned from my own mom, later from my daughter, and pretty much from every influential female in my life, there is no stopping a woman on a mission. Sylvia Robinson was relentless and resourceful. Instead of discovering a crew of leading rappers who had MC’d together and had an identity and a following, Sylvia ended up signing three guys on the fringes of the scene—if that—who had never performed together up until the day they went into the studio the first time. One was Wonder Mike, a friend of Sylvia’s son, who theretofore had been employed in a pizza joint, where he practiced his rhymes on customers. Another was Master Gee, signed by Sugar Hill Records after he arranged for an audition. The third, Big Bank Hank, was allegedly discovered when Sylvia heard him rapping in the kitchen of a nightclub where he worked as a bouncer.

Now that the crew had been built to order, the real producing challenge was deciding what the track would be and how the instrumentation would be laid down without a DJ. Here history gets kind of murky, but as best as I can put it together, it seems that the resourcefulness of another woman, Debbie Harry—lead singer of the band Blondie and a key figure in tanning for a few reasons—played an unwitting role in the selection process.

It was Harry, a sex symbol and seventies sensation, American but aligned with British punk rock and new wave, who helped connect the megahit-making writer/producer Nile Rodgers of the band Chic to the house party rap scene then moving into clubs and dance halls. Pulling the strings for that connection as well was none other than Fab Five Freddy, who had been talking to Debbie and her boyfriend/musical collaborator Chris Stein about pulling off a huge concert that would feature up-and-coming MCs along with Blondie, Chic, and the Clash. Though the big concert never took place, they were able to get Nile Rodgers out to a rap show. And when he took to the stage and began to play Chic’s latest summer hit, “Good Times,” all of a sudden Fab and some of the top rappers in the audience leapt onto the stage, grabbed mics, and began freestyling away.

Whether or not anyone from Sugar Hill Records was in the audience, no one knows. But what is known is that from then on, at shows around town, a mainstay of the entertainment was often somebody getting up to rap to “Good Times.” When that was chosen as the basis for Sugar Hill’s first rap record, it showed how well the label was paying attention. When some of those freestyle lyrics that got passed from party to party ended up on the record, it was hard for anyone who may have come up with the original lines to claim credit because they weren’t copyrighted or published.

After “Rapper’s Delight” came out, however, there was no debate about the fact that Nile Rodgers and Bernard Edwards were owed songwriting credit for the recognizable bass line that had been borrowed, innocently or not, from “Good Times” and they had no problem getting it. To this day, no one can believe that the bass player hired for the session—before recording techniques for sampling were around—was able to keep the  same line going perfectly for the entire fourteen minutes and thirty-seven seconds. Everyone assumed that they were playing the actual record and extending the break.

Some might say that Sylvia Robinson had gotten lucky, having gone out to find gold where everyone else was looking for it and then coming up with the first catch. But I think it was much more than luck or great timing when she made the strategic decision to record and release “Rapper’s Delight” as an almost-fifteen-minute extended-play twelve-inch single. Even as a novelty record that only sold on the street by word of mouth, it would have been brilliant. Yet the real brilliance was following up the street success by enflaming consumer demand for radio play. How else do you get DJs to disrupt rotation rules to play a fifteen-minute single other than by flooding the station’s request lines?

So the gauntlet had been thrown down. The proof was in. If you were aspirational, you now believed in the possibilities. If you had seen what Sugar Hill Records had accomplished, going from nothing to being the hottest indie label for a genre that had yet to be defined—with the serious profits to go with that—your conclusion would be that you might have a shot too. If you had heard a nearly fifteen-minute hip-hop record on the radio at prime time and you were paying attention to its broad-based appeal, you had to know there was a lot more gold in them thar hills.

You probably would have been thinking those things if you were a charismatic young man from Queens with incredible instincts and entrepreneurial blood in your veins, say, by the name of Russell Simmons, and were starting to try your hand at managing hip-hop artists and producing rap records—now that the field had broken wide-open. Or at least that’s what I would assume by the fact that just in time for the winter holidays at the end of 1979, one of Russell’s artists, Kurtis Blow, was signed to Mercury Records—the first rapper to go with a major label—and they released his “Christmas Rappin’,” which promptly sold four hundred thousand copies. Following that up with “The Breaks,” Kurtis soon went on to become the first rapper to have  a gold record and to perform it on the popular music TV show Soul Train.

Of course, the increasingly corporate-run music industry and mainstream media should have now been on notice that hip-hop was more than a passing fancy, more than a disco afterthought tossing crumbs out to the ghetto kids. Even if it was conceivable that there was a hungry market behind the graffiti’d walls or on the other side of the tracks, the industry executives didn’t speak that language—and, frankly, had no interest in learning to. As in any cultural disconnect, one could say that there was a degree of ethnocentricity in their lack of concern about urban blight and the fact that stretches of the inner city right in their backyards were beginning to look like war zones, with working-class families teetering on the edge. One could say that they saw but looked away, unable as they were to understand why it was that at the dawn of the 1980s, most of the symbols of aspiration, with a few exceptions, were turning out to be drug dealers and pimps.

The sociology of rap’s future, however, wasn’t really at issue. The music was simply not commercially enticing, nor was it justified to an industry really marketing to white kids in suburbia. The math told the story. With the sizable price tags for producing the music videos that were going to be mandatory for record promotion, given the advent of MTV, the costs of investing in an unproven genre like hip-hop, without superstars, made the discussion a nonstarter. Lest we forget, the MTV platform when it launched in 1981 was rock, mostly new wave and hard rock and later metal—with artists like David Bowie, Duran Duran, and, eventually, Bon Jovi. MTV flat-out refused to show the video of Rick James’s smash “Super Freak,” and it wasn’t until 1983 that Michael Jackson videos were approved for rotation.

All of this is to say that if you were betting the odds, as is the case for most businesses most of the time, after “Rapper’s Delight” and Kurtis Blow’s appearance on Soul Train, the assumption might have been that the fun had by hip-hop and its fans was over. But not everybody was betting the odds, thankfully.

Enter Blondie and their 1981 single “Rapture,” on the Chrysalis label—with its accompanying music video that took everyone by surprise. With a song that followed a rock model, out of nowhere, after the first verse, here was a white girl, a punk/pop singer, suddenly doing a change-up—rapping over the break. Not just rhyming, Debbie Harry was also talking about the sexy world of rap, even going so far as to name two of its celebrities, Fab Five Freddy and Grandmaster Flash. In fact, they were both supposed to be in the video but Flash couldn’t make it, so Fab Five Freddy showed up with Jean-Michel Basquiat; the two can be seen to this day in the video, graff-writing on the walls. This was not the last time that Freddy would play a role in hip-hop’s migration into the world of music videos, as we’ll see later on. And meanwhile, the door couldn’t have been opened at a better time. True, “Rapture” didn’t make Debbie Harry’s career. But what it did for rap music was everything. When the record charted at number one on the Hot 100 Billboard list, it became the first rap-infused single to do so. Plus, the “Rapture” video made history as the first outing of rap on MTV. Coming from Blondie, it was a signal of how adaptive the genre was and how it would not be restricted to one kind of music over another. A creative liberation! What’s more, by using her prominence at that time to shout out two hip-hop icons, Debbie Harry authenticated an art form.

The translation was that hip-hop proved that it was as akin to rock as it was to soul and funk. For those ready to push boundaries, it could be as full of protest and social relevance, and also as capable of creating a culture, a mind-set, a voice for the voiceless. The first record on which I heard a semblance of those properties was Melle Mel’s “White Lines,” released in 1983 on Sylvia Robinson’s Sugar Hill Records. The production, to me, was memorable, laying Melle’s rock-laced voice over an addictive track. Once again, Sylvia Robinson was paying attention to the competition, and keeping one step ahead.

Well, not quite. Apparently, Sylvia Robinson made the mistake of turning down a video of “White Lines” starring a young Laurence Fishburne that was made on spec by an up-and-coming filmmaker. You might have heard of him: Spike Lee.




 The Color of Confidence 

Hip-hop came of age in the mid-1980s, in the same era that members of the generation who couldn’t remember a time without it were coming of age. We weren’t in the record business and weren’t watching from the sidelines taking notes about how many units of this or that release had shipped or what the demographics were that turned “Christmas Rappin’” into a huge hit or that allowed “Rapture” to be shown on MTV or that pushed “White Lines” up to number seven on the UK pop charts—yes, pop. For us, in our lives and concerns, we would have been like, Where the f**k is the UK?

No exaggeration. Fab Five Freddy once told me a story about the early days when rap artists first started making money and then began touring overseas. Fab happened to run into a DJ he knew who was bragging about all the foreign places their crew had visited—“France, Italy, and London . . .” As if that wasn’t the really big news, the guy quickly added, “And next year, we go to Europe!”

Encompassed in these anecdotes is one of the most important rewritten rules of the new economy that can be traced to hip-hop’s formative years. For far too long the classic rags-to-riches stories had been told about dead guys with names like Ford, Rockefeller, and du Pont—all far removed from most people’s reality. Now, suddenly, acts of wonder had come to pass and kids you knew personally or had heard about in your own neighborhood—who had come out of the projects or been born without wealth and stature—had become famous and were making money to go with that too. You could do that? Even if you couldn’t shoot hoops or win the lottery? Suddenly, you could wipe away the stigma of poverty and lower-class status pinned on you by other forces because of color or immigrant background or all the other reasons for not making the grade. Now you could claim your unlikely beginnings as a badge of honor, of authenticity, as a way of saying, “I come from nothing and look where I am now.” Actually, as the culture congregated further with the force of tanning, you had to have a badge to make  you credible, to prove that you had come up through hard times that were real—possibly that you had even held your own with killers and gangsters and drug dealers. But wait. Better yet, you could wear a badge of authenticity with trend-setting style, and at the same time be a poet and speak about experiences that the rest of the world seemed to be ignoring.

That was Run-DMC. With cuts like “Hard Times” actually talking about real-world problems and “Sucker MC’s,” a record that compared the aspirational success of rappers authentically working on their skills to that of the wannabe “sad-faced clown” imitators and posers, the rhymes and stories echoed the feel of Sunday morning sermons. Those songs were transformational for me, especially “Sucker MC’s.” They came from where I did and were calling themselves rap royalty. Who did that? Who had that kind of nerve? But that was the point—that if hip-hop didn’t shout itself out, nobody else would. The idea was planted then and there that would take root and would later drive me as an entrepreneur to dare to take on the Goliaths of the competition—and would convince me that I could win.

And to top all that, Run-DMC had the bold confidence not just to borrow elements from rock but also to cast themselves as the rightful purveyors of it, that they together were the “King of Rock” as the title of a 1985 single and album (their second) put it. The video of that single was their second that MTV agreed to air and its success suggested there was a niche for a hybrid rock-rap genre ready for prime time.

Then the game changed with “Walk This Way”—the tipping point for tanning. Everything that had happened going back to DJ Kool Herc and 1520 Sedgwick Avenue had helped put hip-hop over the top, even if it had been an uphill climb over unknown terrain. “Walk This Way” was going to send the next moves into fast downhill skiing. Released as a single on the same album as “My Adidas,” it would also set the stage for history to unfold in August 1986 at Madison Square Garden.

When I talk about Run-DMC as being groundbreaking—for all kinds of reasons and especially for knowing that their art form was much bigger than two turntables and a mic—I am including the team that made their impact possible. Russell  Simmons was the individual who proved to one and all (and has continued to do so since) that the ceiling for rap and hip-hop that everyone else believed was there really wasn’t. Three others in the Rush/Def Jam circle who should have special mention are Bill Adler, Lyor Cohen, and Rick Rubin. Besides the fact that I know them and have a kinship to them personally and professionally, the three all happen to be white—yet have soul in their veins and urban sensibilities from Jewish and/or immigrant backgrounds. As a publicist, Bill Adler was way ahead of the curve in recognizing the mainstream marketing potential for rap artists. Lyor Cohen—now a top record-industry executive and a former Rush partner who started as a promoter and road manager for Run-DMC—believed early on in the cultural melting pot that was being brewed for and by the younger generation. The genius producer Rick Rubin, who launched Def Jam before joining forces with Russell, was a key contributor to the DNA of hip-hop. What’s more, Rick was the audio architect and sound engineer of tanning—a bridge between rock and rap that worked because he sonically knew what was authentic to the mix and what appealed to young audiences, regardless of background.

From the start through his present-day post at the helm of a major record label—after working with everyone from LL Cool J and the Beastie Boys in the early years to the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Metallica, U2, and the Dixie Chicks (to name a few)—Rick never had any use for the color/demographic boxes used in creating and marketing music. Someone who has always understood the beats and rhythms of culture because he observes it authentically rather than packaging it, Rick Rubin is to me the Norman Rockwell of popular music—an artist portraying Americana at its heart and providing insights into the culture in the process.

As reports have it, the irony of “Walk This Way” was that when the team at Rush Management first proposed the idea for Run-DMC to use Aerosmith’s 1977 hit single and merge rock and hip-hop elements on the record, there was hesitation. The main pushback was that just rapping over the tracks would be inauthentic and not original enough. So Rick proposed that Run-DMC do a cover of the single, a reinvention, and then the rockers  could come in and add flavor from their rock roots. It was a true mash-up. Anyone betting the odds would say that doing a musical clash is risky, resulting in neither fish nor fowl. Yet when it works, it’s not a musical clash at all but actually a cultural clash. In fact, the word “clash” is wrong. When it works, it’s tanning, a synergy of music and attitude that swirls everyone into the same vortex and connects them.

“Walk This Way” did that musically, culturally, rhythmically, and lyrically. And, oh yeah, visually. Even though it was assumed that Aerosmith would benefit somehow from having one of the group’s biggest hits back in circulation in a new form, nobody could have predicted to what extent. Lo and behold, when Steven Tyler and Joe Perry agreed to be on the record and in the video, all of a sudden the new “Walk This Way” reinvigorated their career and launched them to unprecedented heights, giving them a street pass with a whole new following in communities of color. And there was more. After being lured out of the 1970s rock ’n’ roll mausoleum, their collaboration with Run-DMC returned them so much to the game that Aerosmith soon entered their most prolific decades. To date, they are considered the all-time top-selling American rock band, with more gold and platinum records than any other group—over 150 million albums sold around the world.

And as for Run-DMC, when they appeared in their own video with rock legends as their guests, they made history in being instantaneously embraced by an audience that had never heard of hip-hop—let alone bought their records.

There was nothing earth-shattering in the song’s story—about a loser who gets schooled in how to improve his odds with the opposite sex by changing his attitude and learning to “Walk this way-ay-ay! ” and “Talk this way-ay-ay! ” But in describing a situation that is universal in every neighborhood on the planet, it had a perfect message for bringing different audiences onto common ground. After all, beyond the things like having fame and money and being cool that were sought through aspiration, the super-objective was getting girls. Or appealing to guys if you were a girl. Maybe not for everyone. However, speaking for teenage males, as I was back then, and for young men too, in my experience, it was not just why you wanted to be successful but  why you woke up every morning and why you even breathed in the first place. The translation was that everybody, regardless of color or background, wants to get some and to have the sexual confidence to get it. Who couldn’t relate to that?

So “Walk This Way” was tanning at work at a primal level. On another deep, equally powerful level, the video spoke to cultural differences and similarities with a story that came down to a rock/rap battle. At the start, it had the two groups in two separate recording studios divided by a wall, each first annoyed at having their music co-opted by the other, and then in the end bashing through the wall to jam and dance together. Speaking now in one collective voice, even with different accents, Aerosmith and Run-DMC doubled down on the message to be who you are and not to be afraid to define yourself by your own style, authentically. It was all about having confidence in yourself and in how you walked and carried yourself, with individuality, pride, purpose, and insistence. The word popularized to describe this commodity and attitude, as we now know, is “swagger.”

The first strand of code in the cultural translation could now be identified. It combined within it the elements of aspiration, authenticity, relevance, cool, and confidence that were obtainable by association with the music. Oh yeah, and it came with a sexy, irresistible beat. For any smart marketing person, this concoction was made to order no matter what the product. Right?

Well, yes, if you cut to the future. Over the next two decades or so, as rap stars aligned themselves with status goods and services, they would indeed be a gold mine for marketing all manner of high-end consumer brands—as they voluntarily sang the praises of everything from Courvoisier cognac and Cristal champagne to Louis Vuitton and Versace to Range Rovers and Cadillac Escalades. Even the Robb Report, the magazine of conspicuous consumption for only the über-rich, would get a shout-out. And just like “My Adidas” back in 1986, because none of these endorsements were solicited or purchased, the marketing value was all the more meaningful. Expressions of brand loyalty, in short, were manifestly genuine—which, when embraced in culturally fluent ways, would make them incredibly effective.

Today, all of that is a foregone conclusion. But it would have  read like a fairy tale if you had presented such a scenario to marketing people—even back in the go-go 1980s heyday of conspicuous consumption. Why? Frankly, because of two groups of haters who weren’t interested in rap music or hip-hop culture or the demographics they represented.




 Curiosity as Cultural, Economic Yeast 

Haters are reactionary, hate anything new or different, and see danger in venturing off into the unknown. They are certainly not friendly to creative expansion or marketing risk. In the 1980s, a decade of conglomerate takeovers and corporate megamergers, one group of haters who stood in the way of hip-hop’s mainstream success was populated by the marketing power players at leading brands.

That’s why it was so unprecedented when Adidas marketing executive Angelo Anastasio came to Madison Square Garden and was wowed enough by what he saw to strike the endorsement deal for the trio of rappers. As it was pointed out to me by Lyor Cohen (there that night as Run-DMC’s road manager), the mainstream market appeal wasn’t the main selling point for Anastasio. The crowd that night was still mostly African-American, with a smaller percentage of Hispanic and Asian concertgoers and a sprinkling of white urban kids. But what made Anastasio different from other corporate representatives, according to Lyor, was his curiosity. He was simply open-minded enough to contemplate the possibilities of introducing hip-hop to the marketing machinery behind Adidas sneakers.

When Lyor described that night and how everything fell into place, it occurred to me how important curiosity is in general for tanning to occur. And as a marketing 101 lesson, one that I had to learn and one I have to remind corporate clients not to forget, advertising dollars don’t mean a thing without genuine curiosity about what consumers want and need. In fact, as Lyor recalled, while the Adidas/Run-DMC alliance did well for all concerned—saving the company from extinction—it could have  been much more successful. Unfortunately, instead of gaining consumer insights and bringing Run, DMC, or Jam Master Jay in on designing the footwear and in on how to promote their line of sneakers, the company took over for Angelo and ran a campaign with the old-school “father knows best” approach. They let the designers try to figure out the culture and design into it without a true understanding of the consumer. They marketed via the monologue that dictates cool rather than inviting consumers to partake in the cool.

That said, the Adidas missteps were going to be lessons learned for certain entrepreneurs who were paying attention and whose business wheels were starting to turn. For them, it was fortunate that there were mainstream corporate haters who even by the late 1980s weren’t curious enough to even consider hip-hop’s musical future. Why do I say that it was fortunate for these entrepreneurs? Because it allowed them and local economies to benefit and prime the pump for everyone else to follow suit.

Surprisingly, the second group of haters who slowed rap music’s mainstream success—and who weren’t curious about its potential—actually came from within the African-American community. Typically older, wealthier, assimilated generations who had come out of the era of protest and civil rights, they reacted with discomfort to the bravado of youthful aspiration and the booming bass of rap blasting out of car stereos and trekking down the streets. Their position, it seemed, was that they had worked too hard for too long, following paths into higher education and into positions of influence in politics, business, and media, to support the hip-hop phenomenon that might outshine them or disrupt their means of having stature. Black media, usually the first to back African-American entertainment, was especially resistant to embracing hip-hop. Until rap music proved itself worthy of mainstream consideration, most of the top black radio stations and video programmers just weren’t interested. In fact, there were radio stations that specifically said on air, “We don’t play rap music,” in order to get more listeners. However, because of the mostly generational divide, it forced hip-hop to become bigger than just a genre of popular  music with merchandise; it forced it to prove itself in mighty ways and to develop capacities for spreading into the worlds of fashion, beauty, art, dance, sports, gaming, language, lifestyle, and eventually politics.

And that’s how the culture left behind its house party roots and really took on a life of its own to become bigger than the sum of its parts. It was like any other teenager, determined to grow up and become whoever it chose to be.

If you are a marketer hoping to attract new customers without losing your core consumers, this early phase of hip-hop still has relevance for how you appeal to aspiration and how you use code to do so. As we will see later on, consumers provide all the needed cues for how to do that—as long as attention is paid to them.
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