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Prelude

My fascination with Eminem was solidified when The Slim Shady LP hit record stores on February 23, 1999. However, The Slim Shady LP and its lead single “My Name Is” weren’t my first exposure to the controversial artist or his work. Eminem caught my ear a year earlier when I was at New York University (NYU) writing my master’s thesis on the rhetoric of underground hip hop. While I dissected lyrics written and delivered by the likes of Company Flow, Natural Resource, BlackStar, J-Live, and Shabaam Sahdeeq, I came across a single released by Rawkus Records called “5 Star Generals” (1998) on which Eminem made a guest appearance. I would later learn that this was an old track the rapper recorded for cash and then forgot about while he was unsigned. Nevertheless, Em’s first lines about sinning boldly by shooting nuns in Bible class and damning hell itself hit me like a ton of bricks. But, in an effort to be fair, I suspended my critical impulse and resisted the temptation to take offense from a literal interpretation of his words. After all, my research taught me to attend to what rappers shouted as much as to what they whispered. To me, Eminem’s lines sounded like a raised middle finger, a declaration that expressed a defiant and angry identity. And I knew that lines like his, which were sure to engage and enrage his listeners, would make him famous and infamous.

To my surprise, my 89-year-old Cuban American grandfather, Rafael Matos Sr., a poet and a reverend, heard something exciting in Eminem too. I stopped by my grandfather’s house in Hollis, Queens, on my way home from NYU around the time the video for “My Name Is” was in heavy rotation on MTV. I could hear the song blaring from his television. This struck me as strange for two reasons. First, my grandfather wasn’t fluent in English, so he was more inclined to watch Spanish-language channels like Univision. Second, he’d never expressed much interest in rap music other than commenting that he noticed kids rapping in the parks near his house every now and then. Of course, I knew that many of those boom-box-toting kids were now superstars like Run-DMC and LL Cool J.1 Because my grandfather didn’t know that, I was surprised to catch him watching English-language rap videos. When I entered the living room my grandfather sat transfixed. After the video ended, I asked him if he knew what he was watching. Sitting up in his blue La-Z-Boy recliner he said, “I’m watching some guy who calls himself Eminem. I can tell he’s probably a heathen and I don’t care. I love what he’s doing with his words.” I was shocked. My grandfather went on to tell me that despite the obvious language and experiential barriers that stood between him and Eminem, he was in awe of the way the rapper was using his voice and his words as instruments. And what really got me was when my grandfather said that Eminem’s unapologetic tone reminded him of many preachers’ fiery delivery over the years. I could not believe it. Grandpa’s encounter with Eminem was spiritual.

My grandfather’s intense reaction to Eminem sealed the deal. I was determined to learn more about this guy who calls himself Eminem, and Slim Shady, and Marshall Mathers. I asked a friend of mine who was immersed in New York City’s underground hip hop scene, DJ Bazooka Joe, what else of Eminem’s was already out there. After telling me about how Eminem’s performances in competitive rap battles like the Rap Olympics had impressed many hip hop aficionados, Joe suggested I track down Eminem’s first albums Infinite (1996) and The Slim Shady EP (1997). I followed orders and was shocked to find little of the shock rap I expected on Infinite. In fact, the album reminded me of the style of rap I was used to hearing as a kid from Queens, New York—a style that rappers like Nas, AZ, Lord Finesse, and Jay-Z had perfected in mid-1990s on classics like Illmatic (1994), Doe or Die (1995), The Awakening (1996), and In My Lifetime, Vol. 1 (1997).

Some songs on Infinite were downright uplifting, like “It’s Ok,” in which Eminem outlines his plan for commercial success and sets his goal of properly providing for his family and being a good Christian man. Other songs didn’t really make much sense to me, like the title track in which he employed words like “entity,” “lamination,” and “cerebral” just because he could and not in ways that were ironic or imaginative. One song, “Backstabber,” Eminem’s very first professionally recorded single, echoed an embryonic Slim Shady’s fascination with revenge fantasies and misogyny but still managed to end on a positive note about his love for women. Overall, the album showed definite signs of talent and portrayed Eminem as an authentic hip hop fan. But its amateurish production value and derivative style revealed a need for mentoring and developing a unique identity within the larger rap culture if Eminem was to avoid becoming the next Vanilla Ice. Years later, Eminem would seem to agree with my assessment of his professional identity crisis when he said, “Infinite was me trying to figure out how I wanted my rap style to be, how I wanted to sound on the mic and present myself. It was a growing stage.”2 Perhaps hip hop culture’s expectation of a fully formed and authentic image with at least one flamboyant alter ego, reflected in the successes of artists like the Wu-Tang Clan and Ice Cube, is why only 1,000 copies of Infinite were pressed and the album was largely ignored by radio stations, music retailers, critics, and talent scouts outside of Detroit.

The Slim Shady EP was another matter. Although it didn’t display the finely tuned production and lyrical polish for which Eminem’s later work would receive acclaim, the album brought the caricature of Slim Shady to life. In the process, it also reshaped Eminem’s image for public consumption as a sarcastic, aggressive, politically incorrect, and decidedly different kind of white guy. For starters, in the song “Low, Down Dirty,” Eminem labeled himself “Rated R” and diagnosed himself with multiple personality disorder. “Just the Two of Us” was a rough draft of the soon-to-be-scandalous “ ’97 Bonnie & Clyde.” And, introducing a meme that would come back to haunt him in rap’s and religion’s gossip circles, in “Murder, Murder” he sold his soul in exchange for commercial and financial success. Eminem described the album as his clarion call to the recording industry and a means of attacking all those who criticized his efforts on Infinite. The material on this album was closer to what I had come to expect after hearing Eminem’s Scribble Jam and Rap Olympic battle raps and guest appearance on “5 Star Generals.” Despite some ongoing production defects, Eminem’s delivery on The Slim Shady EP was flawless. His ability to layer multisyllabic rhymes on top of and inside rhyme patterns was virtuosic. He had definitely studied Big Daddy Kane and, though his flow wasn’t slow, I could tell he’d studied Biggie too. I understood the potential Dr. Dre heard in this album, and I agreed with legendary rapper Rakim’s appraisal that “you can’t take nothing away from Em’s thoughts and his pen.”3 Eminem was born to write rhymes and to rap and, maybe more important, to show us what it sounds like to break the rules with which we were taught to make sense out of life.

I was no longer sure what to make of Eminem or Slim Shady as “My Name Is” launched him into global popular culture and, surprisingly, into my own saintly grandfather’s good graces. Promotional materials including endorsements from Dr. Dre, Missy “Misedemeanor” Elliott, and LL Cool J piqued my interest and left me wondering. Was he rap’s racial outsider who would understand my experience as one of the genre’s gender outsiders? Based on much of what I’d heard thus far the answer was going to be no. Was he testing the limits of the first amendment? Maybe, but not in ways that were qualitatively different from many other gangsta rappers and hardcore rock and heavy metal singers. Was he a thugged-out mental patient who’d escaped from the ward to rap about the mental condition and demographic changes of young white America? Probably, based on some of his interviews and antics. Was he a spiritual commentator? Possibly, if for no other reason than to describe confrontations with sins and sinners. Was he a brand strategy that could actually gain traction in popular culture? Definitely. Eminem’s timing was perfect. With the violent murders of Tupac Amaru Shakur (aka 2Pac) in 1996 and Notorious B.I.G. (born Christopher Wallace) in 1997, two of the culture’s most talented and (in)famous performers, hip hop was ripe for a new flawed character from a new flawed place somewhere in the middle like Detroit to confuse and bemuse its audiences. Enter Eminem. Who was this guy—Eminem, Slim Shady, Marshall Mathers—really? And who would he turn out to be? This book will examine these and similar questions and answers, and the questions and answers they raise.

Eminem: The Real Slim Shady is the sum of 15 years of trying to describe, interpret, and evaluate Eminem’s willingness to “clean out his closet” and take us along for the ride. Not a traditional biography, this book is about how Eminem became a hip hop icon by unveiling the events of his life right before our eyes. (Or, at least how he became popular for his remarkable ability to make us think that’s what he is doing.) In short, this book is less about who Eminem is and more about what Eminem means. As a consequence, the book explores how Eminem practices identity through the prism of persona—a mask worn that becomes a character played by an actor and eventually refers to an individual human being—and how that practice made him a formidable presence in global popular culture. I will examine how Eminem’s personas work as a fused performance team, reciprocally dependent and familiar with each other and the audience. It will explore why and how Slim Shady, Marshall Mathers, and Eminem share different moods and different sounds, provide unique slants to
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