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This book is dedicated to Angelith and Melvin McCoy, my parents, who laid the foundation for my love of music and pursuit of understanding.






PREFACE What Does It All Mean?

In 2019, I finally got to teach one of my dream courses—The History of Hip-Hop Culture in America—while working as a professor at Auburn University. I scheduled a class discussion about the Native Tongues and prepared to talk about them, one of my favorite rap collectives, and a couple of my all-time favorite rap groups that were also members—A Tribe Called Quest and De La Soul. I’d start with Queen Latifah and Monie Love’s “Ladies First,” then follow that with the Native Tongues segment from the Netflix documentary series Hip-Hop Evolution.

As students watched the documentary’s footage of Maseo, Posdnuos, and Trugoy rapping “Me Myself and I,” I could see their faces light up.

“So,” I asked, “what did y’all think?”

“Oh my God! I love how weird De La Soul is!” one student said.

“Why haven’t I heard of them before?” another asked.

My students’ reactions to De La Soul interested me because the group looked and sounded much different than many of the class’s stated favorites—maybe except for Odd Future—Drake, Kendrick Lamar, Travis Scott, Young Thug, Future, Migos, 21 Savage, Juice WRLD, and Cardi B.

More than the other groups and artists profiled in the Hip-Hop Evolution episode, my students were drawn to De La Soul’s aesthetic. They were colorful. My students appreciated Posdnuos’s, Maseo’s, and Trugoy’s willingness to dress differently and be themselves, qualities they had not always seen in some contemporary rap artists.

Unfortunately, the students could not leave the classroom invigorated and jump on to their phones to listen to their newly discovered favorite artists. De La Soul’s catalog on Tommy Boy Records, which had reacquired their entire discography, was not available on streaming services at the time of the class.

“What?!” one student exclaimed.

I explained to them how De La Soul’s music sampling techniques on their first three albums, along with the group’s ongoing disputes with Warner Music and Tommy Boy Records, had put them in a heap of legal trouble. The students came from a generation that has grown up listening to artists sample music from all genres, including old-school rap, so the class sympathized with De La Soul’s position as artists. It was a pattern I’ve seen in every hip-hop class I’ve taught, with students tending to argue that sampling is in itself a legitimate art.

But despite their lack of direct access to De La Soul’s music, the conversation seemed to register with the class anyway. I organized a “draft” of classic music for the students later that week where they got to choose a notable rap album and make a case for why it deserved selection. One student picked De La Soul’s 3 Feet High and Rising second. (OutKast’s stellar third album, Aquemini, went first.) Another desired to focus on De La Soul for their final project, informing me, “I’ll see if I can find their music some other way.”


Bug Out

Before De La Soul won the rights to their catalog back in 2023, it was frustrating to have these conversations with students about the erasure of one of the genre’s most influential groups. How could I explain the importance of the group’s production techniques, skits, and non-single tracks when the albums themselves were inaccessible? I tried to get around the limitations by showing available music videos and documentaries on the group, and outside of the classroom, I shared the material on social media and included De La Soul songs on mix CDs I gave to friends.

Try as I might, the inability of younger generations to stream or buy De La Soul’s Tommy Boy catalog left a gaping hole in the history of hip-hop culture. It is not as if I am talking about missing out on grainy, pirated video of early Grandmaster Flash DJ parties from the 1970s. De La Soul released six albums owned by Tommy Boy (not counting compilations and singles), and, poof, they were gone. Some of us knew they existed because we still owned physical copies, those relics of a time before iTunes and Spotify. But with a rare few exceptions, like Hip-Hop Evolution or the 2011 documentary Beats, Rhymes & Life: The Travels of A Tribe Called Quest, young folks rarely got to experience the wonders of 3 Feet High and Rising and De La Soul Is Dead in all of their sprawling glory. Most importantly, De La Soul’s absence on streaming platforms prevented younger listeners from seeing the historical connections between their music and that of contemporaries like Tyler, The Creator and Earl Sweatshirt.

De La Soul, along with other Native Tongues artists, helped establish an iconic aesthetic, sonic, and creative lineage in rap music and hip-hop culture. Along with Public Enemy’s It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back and the Beastie Boys’ Paul’s Boutique, De La Soul’s first two albums, 3 Feet High and Rising and De La Soul Is Dead, paved the way for the pastiche sampling techniques of artists today like The Alchemist. Critics have praised Kanye West and Pharrell for their ability to incorporate different genres into their hip-hop production. Well, De La Soul pioneered that, too. De La Soul’s incorporation of comical skits—Prince Paul calls them “bug out pieces”—inspired groups like N.W.A, Dr. Dre, and Wu-Tang Clan to infuse some levity into their albums. And it is hard to talk about “cinematic” musical storytelling by the likes of Kendrick Lamar without discussing De La Soul Is Dead.

But most importantly, De La Soul was willing to be weird—a quality that paved the way for nineties’ iconoclasts like OutKast and Missy Elliott.



“Me Myself and I”

I am an eighties baby, born in 1980 in Panama City, Florida, to Angelith and Melvin McCoy. Both of my parents, however, were born in Ohio. Dad was Mansfield through and through, but Mom was born in Cincinnati. She and her family moved and settled in Mansfield at some point in her youth. Mansfield sits in north central Ohio, about an hour north of Columbus and almost an hour and a half south of Cleveland. Mansfield is a rust belt town. It featured a diverse manufacturing sector—rubber, steel, auto parts, and appliances—and a robust working-class community until factories shut down in the early 1970s.

Nevertheless, Mom got fed up with Mansfield’s dwindling opportunities for Black women, so she enlisted in the Air Force. Dad followed her as manufacturing jobs started drying up. My parents, but especially Mom, loved music. I only saw Dad’s head nodding and foot tapping, but Mom loved to sing along. This makes sense because, according to Dad, Mom sang with a band that played in local bars as a teenager. They appreciated a lot of music that I assumed many Black thirtysomethings enjoyed—Earth, Wind & Fire, Stevie Wonder, The Spinners, The Brothers Johnson, Prince, and The Jackson 5.

Interestingly enough, I do not hold fond memories of my first encounters with music. The early eighties were full of good yet lightly sinister-sounding pop music. Think Michael Jackson’s “Thriller,” Rockwell’s “Somebody’s Watching Me,” and Jermaine Jackson’s 1984 self-titled album, Jermaine Jackson (Dynamite). I shrank with fear when I heard the booming bass thundering from my parents’ standing speakers. I yelled because the overwhelming rhythmic thumps overwhelmed my senses. And when I realized I could not hear my own voice over the commotion, I cried. I covered my ears and begged my parents to turn the music down. Suffice to say, I was afraid of the bass and the funk.

Over time, I shed my fears as I marveled at Michael Jackson’s moonwalking while watching the Motown 25 anniversary concert. A year later, my sister, Brandenn, was born early. We took a short trip from Panama City to stay in the Ronald McDonald House in Pensacola as she recovered from complications of her premature birth. In these years, I developed an appreciation for what my parents listened to; I started bopping to their classics before it all led me to this other musical genre called rap.

Then, in 1989, my life as a music listener changed. I watched De La Soul’s “Me Myself and I” video for the first time and decided I liked what I was seeing.

Posdnuos, Trugoy, and Maseo’s technicolor presentation, their weird haircuts, the catchy beat sampling Parliament’s “Knee Deep,” and an unforgettable chorus caught my attention. You could hear me repeat right after Posdnuos and Trugoy ended their verses, “It’s just me, myself, and I.”

I did not understand the specifics of “Me Myself and I” at the time. I could only gather that they spoke to what it meant to be different from their peers. And that I understood, since I was one of the “new kids” who’d arrived at school at the beginning of the year. Outside of playing a little basketball, soccer, and baseball, I was a quiet and shy nerd. Posdnuos wore his glasses proudly, and soon after watching “Me Myself and I” for the first time, I added a pair of my own because my eyesight had gone bad. (If you asked Mom, this was because I stayed up too late trying to read in the dark.)

That song, “Me Myself and I,” and De La Soul’s debut album, 3 Feet High and Rising, arrived in music stores at a watershed moment in my life. Mom’s service in the Air Force at the end of the Cold War introduced me to the politics of the time at a very early age. My mother explained to me the history of the conflict, and the centrality of nuclear weapons in US foreign policy. I lived with a fear of ultimate destruction after Mom explained the effects of such weaponry. My anxiety drove me to read encyclopedia entries about the world wars and the booklets mom brought home demonstrating the horrific impacts any campaign of chemical or nuclear weapons would have on my world.

3 Feet High and Rising reflected a countercultural spirit flowing through Black culture and global politics. As many listened to De La Soul’s record, as well as other, more explicitly political rap groups like Public Enemy, Polish workers sought independence from the Soviet Union, Black South Africans pushed off racial apartheid, Chinese people stood in front of tanks while protesting authoritarian rule, and East Germans knocked down the Berlin Wall and began crossing into West Germany without consequence. I watched this history unfold on TV with my parents.

Two of my earliest political memories involving my parents are related to Jesse Jackson and Nelson Mandela. While African Americans successfully protested colleges’ and universities’ business relationships with apartheid South Africa, Black activists and politicians struggled to defend civil rights gains in the era of Reaganomics. Reverend Jesse Jackson ran for the Democratic Party’s nomination for president in 1984 and 1988 but lost, dashing my parents’ hopes for something brighter ahead.

“Jesse would have won if white folks would have marched with him,” Mom told Dad.

“I know,” Dad said in response.

De La Soul offered an antidote to a dark decade, especially for Black folks living in cities. Posdnuos, Trugoy, Maseo, and their producer, Prince Paul, showed fans, rappers, and other hip-hop practitioners the importance of collective imagination and creativity in the face of a violent time. US intervention abroad, reckless policing, incarceration, the crack cocaine crisis, and the HIV-AIDS epidemic had all come to the fore. De La Soul filled the need for something bright for me, demonstrating the importance of forging one’s path and identity in a moment when traditional institutions, like the church, no longer retained the same type of appeal they had for previous generations. In 1992, Francis Fukuyama wrote an analysis of the Cold War that triumphantly declared that the coming fall of the Soviet Union represented the end of the battle between capitalism and communism and, in essence, the “end of history.” That has proven wrong. But with the arrival of De La Soul, my history, at least as a rap fan, was just beginning.






CHAPTER 1 Ain’t Hip to be Labelled a Hippie


“Yo, I see you got a whole lot of ideas. I got this group called De La Soul and if you want to try these ideas with us, we’d be down.”

—Maseo



If nothing else, Kelvin “Posdnuos” Mercer, David “Trugoy” Jolicoeur, and Vincent “Maseo” Mason desired to be free—creatively, existentially, individually. They also wanted this freedom for everyone. Posdnuos told Johnny Dee in a 1989 interview in Record Mirror, “De La Soul, of the soul and from the soul. Everything we do is from here. Be yourself, that’s our message. Me myself and I.”

The trio (and we cannot forget their producer-mentor Paul “Prince Paul” Huston) were touring to promote their genre-bending and revolutionary debut album, 3 Feet High and Rising. The group’s sprawling twenty-four–track album revolutionized the genre and elevated the rap album to a high-concept art form. Using much of modern recorded music as their inspiration, De La Soul pioneered a collage approach to sampling, which entailed synthesizing and juxtaposing bits and pieces of music and sounds from various sources—psychedelic pop, funk, R&B, doo-wop, soul, and even television.

3 Feet High and Rising is an example of what historian Robin D. G. Kelley called “freedom dreaming.” De La Soul’s debut is a utopian rap album. They were among a cohort of rap artists that produced rap albums seemingly with few limits. Kelley argues about the Black radical tradition, “The idea that we could possibly go somewhere that exists only in our imaginations—that is, ‘nowhere’—is the classic definition of utopia.” Yet, on 3 Feet High and Rising, De La Soul took listeners somewhere. They used their collective imagination to transport listeners to a place just beyond the realities of Reagan’s America—the war on drugs, HIV/AIDS, police violence, and economic and racial inequality—to a newly wacky sonic world, complete with a revolutionary soundscape, quirky use of language, comical skits, and fantastical stories. All listeners had to do was place the vinyl plate on a record player, or put a tape in a Walkman or boombox or a compact disc in a CD player, and press play.

On 3 Feet High and Rising, De La Soul developed and presented an ethos grounded in the belief of creative individualism, positivity, and a self-proclaimed authenticity that could only be derived from one’s inventive spirit. They aspired to be different and desired to operate with little creative restrictions. Posdnuos said in 1989, “Different was always important. We never wanted to be in any way reminiscent of what was happening or what had been done before.” They created and articulated their language and aesthetic. De La Soul also challenged dominant expressions of (Black) masculinity in rap. They made it okay for young Black men, and young men of color, to be weird, quirky, and vulnerable.

The group’s dreamy psychedelic production and vibe on the album; their playfully innocent, whimsical, and positive lyrics; and the group’s Day-Glo D.A.I.S.Y. aesthetic recalled the 1960s and 1970s counterculture to the point where Robert Hilburn of the Los Angeles Times famously declared that the album “may well be the ‘Sgt. Pepper’ of rap.” Yet, their presentation and Tommy Boy Records’ marketing strategy frustrated De La Soul as they resisted misinterpretations of their D.A.I.S.Y. idea, which means “Da Inner Soul, Y’all.” Fears of being pigeonholed as happy-go-lucky hippies then pushed the group to reject Tommy Boy’s and the rap industry’s expectations that they remain the same stylistically. De La Soul’s creative individualism would fuel the group’s anti-corporate critique of the rap industry. As they grew up in the late 1980s and early 1990s, they learned to add a little hardness, via rap criticism, into their stylistic repertoire.


“I Can’t Breathe Without It”

In a 1955 essay in High Fidelity magazine, novelist, literary critic, and essayist Ralph Ellison wrote about the struggles of writing while consumed by the neighborhood’s incessant noises, “In those days it was either live with music or die with noise, and we chose rather desperately to live.” Ellison then proceeded to complain about “preaching drunks,” the jazz vocalist whose singing annoyed him, and the “howling cats and barking dogs.” Then, Ellison pivots toward talking about his experiences trying to learn to play trumpet and how his practicing “terrorized” his neighborhood.

The point of Ellison’s essay was to demonstrate how individual jazz musicians were able to synthesize what seemed to be discordant sounds into “a fluid style that reduced the chaos of living to form.” While rappers share the craft of writing with essayists like Ellison, many hip-hop artists are similar to the jazz musicians he wrote about because they train themselves to engage in similar forms of audio synthesis. However, what distinguishes rap artists from the jazz musicians of Ellison’s time is their ability to take all the noises around them and make use of them musically. This is especially true with Posdnuos, Maseo, Trugoy, and Prince Paul. In Ellison’s day, one can imagine them as kids who disturb others with trumpets, trombones, or singing. But in the 1980s, they took turntables, microphones, sampling machines, their parents’ record collections, television shows and movies, and other noises and created life-giving art with their other artistic inspirations such as comics and fashion. They sampled everything, from Liberace to, yes, barking dogs. I will talk about them sampling dogs in a later chapter.

Posdnuos, Trugoy, and Maseo not only lived with the music, but they seemed to be born into it. Music was part of their DNA. For Posdnuos, the albums from his father’s record collection captured his attention more than playing with toys. “Music called out to me at an early age,” Posdnuos told LL Cool J in a 2023 interview. “I don’t remember a moment in my life being introduced to music. I was always part of it. It’s like air.” Posdnuos was an avid reader, which inspired him to write and eventually drew him closer to rap music. “Comic books were my life,” Posdnuos explains. “I used to actually try to create comic books. That’s why when hip-hop came along, the act of storytelling, it meant a lot to me.”

Maseo concurred. “[Music is] oxygen. I can’t breathe without it. I can’t live without it. If I don’t have it, I got problems. I got to have music. It’s my drug.” Maseo was six years old when he first started playing with turntables. “When I was able to conceive what was happening with turntables, I was on it,” he told LL Cool J. Before moving to Long Island, according to Maseo, a babysitter’s boyfriend first introduced him to using turntables as an instrument. Over time, Maseo saw old discarded stereo gear as potential instruments. “I was that kid walking the streets, seeing old equipment, taking it home, and trying to add fuses to amps and things like that.”

Trugoy added extra flavor. He expressed his creativity linguistically and visually through fashion and visual art. He derived inspiration from his Haitian background when naming the group. Trugoy also took his dad’s old clothing and turned it into fresh outfits that distinguished him from other young Black men inspired by rappers like Run-D.M.C. and Rakim. But there also seemed to be something intrinsic regarding Trugoy’s approach to music. He might have had synesthesia, giving him the capacity to experience music audibly and visually. Posdnuos later remembered, “Dave was very colorful with his words. Very vivid… When he hears music, he starts seeing colors.”

Although Posdnuos, Trugoy, and Maseo found each other while living on Long Island, none of them, including DJ Prince Paul, were born there. Their families, like many, migrated from New York City’s boroughs in the 1970s and 1980s. Kelvin Mercer was born in the Bronx, while David Jolicoeur and Vincent Mason, Jr., were born in Brooklyn. Maseo was the last of the group to move to Long Island, in 1984, and he explained why his new surroundings were the perfect place for cultural experimentation. “Long Island was a bit more multicultural. Black, White, and Hispanics lived amongst each other instead of across town. On Long Island, there was a mix of everything as one community. They had grass, trees, houses, NBC, ABC, WBLS radio, and then we eventually picked up Kiss FM,” Maseo told Wax Poetics in 2013.

While the future members of De La Soul did not come of age in New York City’s five boroughs, they all admit the Long Island community nurtured their artistry. Posdnuos explained to journalist Brian Coleman, “In LI you had your own four walls that weren’t attached to anyone else’s four walls. There wasn’t the city congestion.” Dave concurred, “Hip-hop was something we had the opportunity to digest from afar. If we had all grown up for all our years in the Bronx, De La Soul definitely wouldn’t have been the same.”

Paul Huston was born in 1967 in Queens, but his family migrated to Amityville in the early 1970s. Exposed to a burgeoning hip-hop culture at an early age, he developed into a DJ prodigy. Huston was the first member of the group to get into hip-hop (or rap), even before the culture had a name. In an interview with Ethan Brown for The Source magazine, Paul recalled, “I was going to block parties and backyard parties in Long Island and in Brooklyn…. That’s how I got exposed to different styles. I would sit in front of the DJ from the time I rode my bike to the block party until they loaded the equipment back up.” Over time, Paul learned the most popular records DJs spun and eventually started DJing once he reached the fifth grade. He worked with fellow Long Island rapper Biz Markie in eighth grade and joined the rap group Stetsasonic as the DJ and youngest member in 1984. Maseo says he saw Paul at a party he attended within the first month of arriving on Long Island. But another two years passed before they encountered each other as artists.

De La Soul was not the only rap act to draw inspiration from growing up on Long Island. Public Enemy, Rakim, and Biz Markie illustrated how rappers’ musical styles reflected their suburban experiences. These artists developed distinct rap styles, sounds, and outlooks. Rakim introduced a new rap style with slower verbal delivery and more complex rhyme schemes. Biz Markie might have appeared goofy, but he could do it all—beatbox, rap, sing, and entertain. Of course, Public Enemy, like De La Soul, brought a new sound to hip-hop—one that was more urgent, noisy, and intense.

Developing a hip-hop scene on what became known as “Strong Island” complicates early hip-hop’s urban history. Rap was not just limited to the dilapidated landscape of the South Bronx, nor the projects in Queens. The ascent of Strong Island also reminds us of the complicated racial history of suburbia. Of course, Long Island was home to Levittown, the suburb developed by William Levitt’s company, Levitt & Sons, which mandated residents abide by racial covenants excluding African Americans and Jewish people. Yet, Long Island boasted its share of predominately Black suburbs and neighborhoods. For example, Rakim grew up in mostly Black Wyandanch. Posdnuos and Trugoy grew up in East Massapequa.

“This is where it all starts, yo,” Luck, Posdnuos’s brother, said about Amityville High School. Hip-hop entered the schools as more Black and Brown youth took to the genre in the 1970s and 1980s. Thus, like many young people, hip-hop artists, fans, and critics often found their community and honed their talents in high school in the 1980s. Future Native Tongues brethren Q-Tip and Ali Shaheed Muhammad of A Tribe Called Quest and Afrika Baby Bam and Mike Gee of the Jungle Brothers met at Murry Bergtraum High School; Busta Rhymes attended George Westinghouse Career and Technical Education High School, the same school as The Notorious B.I.G.; and Posdnuos, Maseo, and Trugoy connected while attending Amityville High.

Posdnuos, Trugoy, and Maseo took the art form seriously early on. Posdnuos claimed the creative environment encouraged him to engage with hip-hop culture. He told LL Cool J, “Everyone in the neighborhood, whether you was trying to breakdance, you were involved in this culture that was evolving that would become hip-hop.” Posdnuos then explained, “Just like-minded individuals start, like, boosting the creativity to a level like, ‘Yo, I can do this. I can do this for a job.’ ”

Posdnuos and Trugoy began their artistic relationship in 1985 when they joined a rap group called Easy Street. Like scores of music bands forming in and around New York City at the time, the outfit did not last. Trugoy said the other members took music less seriously than he and Posdnuos. “Pos and I really clicked personally…. So we broke with Easy Street and got down with Charlie Rock, who was a good friend of mine. We didn’t have a name—we were starting to put music and concepts together.” Maseo then joined the group at the behest of Rock.

The new group needed a name. Charlie Rock left the group, and Posdnuos floated calling themselves “The Threesome” since they were left with three members. Trugoy and Maseo shot that down. Years later, Posdnuos would recount the origins of the group’s name, which translates to “From the Soul,” in a radio interview. “I feel like we do everything from our heart and soul. Why don’t we call ourselves From the Soul?” However, Trugoy refined it. “Why don’t we say De La Soul?” Posdnuos attributes Trugoy’s suggestion to his ability to coin terms, but also to his upbringing as a Haitian American. In an interview in 2016, Trugoy told drum impresario Questlove, “My family are Haitian. A little bit of that lingo, a little bit of French in there, a little broken French, had me thinking of an option, or an alternative, of ‘of the soul.’ ” Ironically, De La Soul’s name also caused some confusion, as the members recount how they surprised a mostly Latinx audience. “People thought we were Spanish,” Posdnuos recalls. “Our in-store [performance] was in the Bronx and nothing but Dominicans and Puerto Ricans showed up,” Maseo chimed in.

Mason, Mercer, and Jolicoeur also needed to choose their individual names. “Posdnuos” is one of rap’s weirdest and unique names. Mercer explained the origins of his name to Questlove. “One of the names I wanted to call Easy Street was Sopsounds. Dave was like, ‘Nah…’ So let me use it: DJ Sopsounds. So, when I turned ‘sop’ backwards, it became ‘Pos’; ‘sound’ became ‘dnuos.’ ” Jolicoeur also chose a weird name—“Trugoy the Dove.” Trugoy is “yogurt” spelled backward and was a testament to his love for the dairy product. Mason seemed to choose the most “normal” hip-hop moniker—“P. A. Pasemaster Mase.” By choosing his name, Maseo paid homage to DJ sound system culture. Additionally, the trio would be among the first to establish aliases—Posdnuos also soon became known as “Plug 1”; Trugoy was “Plug 2”; Maseo was “Plug 3.” Their “plug” names stemmed from their rap routine that became the song “Plug Tunin’,” referencing stereo inputs.

Stage names in any performing arts culture are important. They provide a way to exercise more agency, especially for marginalized youth, and to express more self-definition and self-determination. The group’s name, “De La Soul,” evokes spiritual and Black cultural traditions going back to the enslavement of African peoples in the Western hemisphere. Black people have relied upon their relationship with a spirit world for shelter and strength since enslavement. This human struggle against violent oppression helped shape Black culture and much of Black politics over the last four hundred years. Thus, it is no surprise that Black intellectuals, singers, dancers, and comedians generally theorized about, performed, and embodied the concept of “soul.” Black sociologist and historian W. E. B. Du Bois famously named his 1903 book The Souls of Black Folk, and used it to ruminate on the meanings of “soul” in Black thought, politics, and culture, including music. Black poet, activist, and scholar Amiri Baraka (known then as LeRoi Jones) also argued that spirituality is central to Black music. “Indeed, to go back in any historical (or emotional) line of ascent in Black music leads us inevitably to religion, i.e., spirit worship. This phenomenon is always at the root in Black art, the worship of spirit—or at least the summoning of or by such force.” However, one of the important features of Black experiences in enslavement and emancipation was a devotion to forward-looking, forward-thinking, and forward-living. Black Americans have engaged in the centuries-long struggle to survive, fight, and endure oppression, all in an attempt to pave a future for their children and their children’s children. In doing so, they’ve often had to articulate their visions for the future to inspire themselves and others.

Consequently, it is not a coincidence that Posdnuos, Trugoy, and Maseo called themselves “De La Soul” and “soul brothers and sisters” and “soul children” rather than hippies. Their simple, yet weird, name reached back to an ancestral past while they devoted themselves to the ethic of constantly looking forward—to being futurists in their artistic direction. But this futuristic drive ties De La Soul back to a history of Black music that includes not only the enslaved who sang spirituals but also blues singers like Bessie Smith and vocalist Nina Simone, jazz performers like John Coltrane and Ornette Coleman, and funkateers like George Clinton.

De La Soul came together at a time when more progressive Black artists used their work to comment on social issues and challenge racism in US popular culture. Long Islanders Carlton “Chuck D” Ridenhour and William “Flavor Flav” Drayton formed Public Enemy the same year, 1985, creating one of rap music’s most dynamic groups. Living Colour guitarist Vernon Reid and music critic, intellectual, and artist Greg Tate formed the Black Rock Coalition in 1985 to challenge racist stereotypes in rock and popular music. Then, Prince, who had already challenged gender norms within Black music and sexual norms in broader society, released his brooding and conscious Sign O’ the Times in 1987. Other progressive Black artists, like Tracy Chapman and Lenny Kravitz, soon followed.



Plug Tunin’

By 1986, Trugoy, Posdnuos, and Maseo were already performing locally. The nascent group had not produced much music outside of their live routine and a few songs that would comprise their demo tape. The showcase consisted of three tracks—“Freedom of Speak,” “De La Game” (which would become “D.A.I.S.Y. Age”), and “Plug Tunin’.” The last track, “Plug Tunin’,” comprised the group’s live concert set. Constructed from a pause tape—a crude, yet intricate form of production where artists sequenced segments of beats from other songs—“Plug Tunin’ ” took the opening horn riffs from The Invitation’s “Written on the Wall” and laid it over a drum beat. The demo, which the group later released with their 35th Anniversary edition of 3 Feet High and Rising, reflects the do-it-yourself feel of pause tape production as the individual samples are pronounced while Trugoy’s and Posdnuos’s vocals remain muffled. However, the work still illustrates how De La Soul distinguished themselves from their peers, many of whom were producing rock-infused or James Brown–sampled tracks. In fact, the The Invitation sample on the demo version almost sounds as if it were “chopped and screwed” in the style that Houston’s DJ Screw would become known for innovating.

While De La Soul worked on producing a compelling demo tape, none of them had reached the status of DJ Prince Paul. Since he joined Stetsasonic, the group had released several singles that became local hits, including the infamous “Go Stetsa.” Based on a pulsating drum loop, “Go Stetsa” turned into a robbery anthem as the break signaled to stick-up kids that it was time to demand unsuspecting clubgoers’ belongings. Trugoy reflected, “We were just the average high schoolers clowning around and being goofballs and trying to be part of the ‘in-crowd.’ Seeing Paul made us think making music was possible.”

Maseo connected with Prince Paul first. Maseo had served as DJ for another rapper, Gangsta B, who’d signed to a small record label that had grown frustrated with their artist’s inability to produce. After the label hired Prince Paul to construct a beat for Gangsta B, Paul and Maseo came together and agreed that the rapper’s skills failed to reach their standard. Maseo suggested that Paul should check out a group he had been working with—De La Soul. Maseo, Posdnuos, and Trugoy met Paul at his house with a rough copy of “Plug Tunin’.” Impressed with the song, Paul began working to improve it. The nucleus was in place.



“Three Black Guys from Way Out in Long Island”

Stetsasonic’s founder, Daddy-O, introduced De La Soul’s music to Tommy Boy Records executive Monica Lynch. Tom Silverman, Tommy Boy’s CEO, owned and ran the record label, which built its reputation by signing DJ legend Afrika Bambaataa and the group Soul Sonic Force and managing a diverse roster that included artists Stetsasonic and Force M.D.’s. De La Soul’s offbeat appearance and demo left Lynch and Silverman intrigued. For Silverman, taking on De La Soul would be a worthy risk. “When I heard De La Soul the first time, I remember saying, ‘This is going to do nothing, or it’s going to be really big.’ Because when you listen to it, it was so bizarre compared to anything out. And whether it did something, or didn’t do something, we loved it and we thought it was important that it came out.” De La Soul signed with Tommy Boy Records in 1987.

The consensus at Tommy Boy Records was that De La Soul was “different.” Posdnuos’s, Trugoy’s, and Maseo’s stage names and their eclectic appearance struck Lynch. “And they had, you know, these unusual haircuts and their style was completely antithetical to the prevailing aesthetic of hip-hop at the time, which is much more driven by black leather and gold chains and such. They were definitely like these introverted, nerdy guys that were very cool,” Lynch said in the 2016 documentary De La Soul Is Not Dead. Dante Ross, Tommy Boy’s A&R who oversaw De La Soul on the recording of their first album, wrote in his memoir, “When I first met them, I was confused. They were three Black guys from way out in Long Island…. But they dressed way out, even by my downtown standards…. They were progressive cats, and we clicked right away.”

De La Soul differentiated themselves from other rap soloists and groups coming out of New York in the mid-1980s. Run-D.M.C., the first rap group to sell more than a million records, had revolutionized rap’s sound, pioneered the culture’s street fashion, and remained at the height of their powers. Def Jam Records’ young upstart, LL Cool J, demonstrated an aggressive style over hard, Rick Rubin–produced, rock-tinged beats. The Beastie Boys, comprised of three Jewish kids from New York City, burst onto the scene as rap’s newest phenomenon. Their debut album, Licensed to Ill, also produced by Rubin, extended rap’s reach to young white Americans, many of whom identified with the group’s masculine sound and punk and frat sensibilities.

However, De La Soul constructed their own aesthetic elsewhere. Between their formation and 3 Feet High and Rising’s release in 1989, the group found inspiration in old-school hip-hop artists and groups. One can hear the influence of early 1980s rap groups like Crash Crew, a Sugar Hill Records group that pioneered rapping and singing on tracks like “Breaking Bells (Take Me to the Mardis Gras)” and “On the Radio.” While De La Soul did not sing on songs, tracks like “Plug Tunin’ ” and “Buddy” reflected their ability to translate the fluidity of a live routine onto a limited recording. Beatboxer and rapper Doug E. Fresh, his Get Fresh Crew, and British rapper Slick Rick also influenced De La Soul’s sounds. Tracks such as “The Show” and “La Di Da Di” were standout rap storytelling songs featuring Doug E. Fresh’s beatboxing and both artists bragging about their lyrical prowess while spinning tales about their excursions in New York City, partying, and interactions with women. These tracks surely helped influence De La Soul’s approach on 3 Feet High and Rising. Doug E. Fresh and the Get Fresh Crew hit the market in 1985, the same year members of De La Soul began collaborating.

The group also credits the Ultramagnetic MC’s as one of their main inspirations. Led by lyricist Kool Keith and backed by Ced Gee, TR Love, and DJ Moe Love, the group dropped their left-of-center debut, Critical Beatdown, in 1988. To listen to Critical Beatdown is to hear somewhat of a 3 Feet High and Rising prototype, as the group pioneered new sampling techniques. Most importantly, Kool Keith and Ced Gee delivered abstract verses using rhyme schemes and terminology no rappers had used before. Instead of straightforward lyricism and songs declaring one’s superiority like LL Cool J’s “I’m Bad” or Run-D.M.C.’s “Sucker MCs,” Kool Keith and Ced Gee dove into unorthodox ways to demonstrate their lyrical prowess on songs like “Ego Trippin’.” “Of the average formulation, apply mechanically, maintainable display expressed by alternate microwave frequencies, directly inorganic, operating logically,” Kool Keith rapped on the song. Maseo later said in his Red Bull Music Academy lecture in 2012, “It was really Ultramagnetic that was the catalyst to want to be different and to speak your own language…. But Kool Keith was on something else. And that was the inspiration. We gon’ be different. We gon’ come up with our own language. We gon’ make you believe what we believe.”

De La Soul also wanted to look different. They stayed away from the track suits, Adidas shoes, fat gold chains, and the Dapper Dan–inspired outfits. Instead, they donned colorful button-up shirts, medallions with peace and flower signs, and weird haircuts. Posdnuos and Maseo credit Trugoy for influencing the group’s colorful and offbeat style. And just like they appropriated records from their parents’ music collections, they also liberated threads from their dads’ wardrobes. According to Posdnuos, “Dave would be like, ‘Let’s take our fathers’ old pants that were bell bottoms but straight-leg them. Then they’ll look how Lees look, but the patterns will be different.” They also helped pioneer the Afrocentric look, alongside the Jungle Brothers, A Tribe Called Quest, and Queen Latifah, as they often wore African-inspired dashikis. As the visual artist of the group, Trugoy fashioned their notable fade hairstyle that looked like he forgot to cut the top of one side of his hair. De La Soul made fashion cool for the kids who could not or did not want to be like Run-D.M.C. or LL Cool J. They unknowingly inspired later artists like Questlove and Common.

But being different and coming from left field was risky, especially in a genre as young as rap with rigid standards of Black masculinity. They did not look like “typical” Black male rappers. They did not rap like proven stars LL Cool J, Kool Moe Dee, or Chuck D. Their music did not sound like Eric B. and Rakim or Boogie Down Productions. Tommy Boy’s executives understood this when they released “Plug Tunin’ ” as a 12-inch single in June 1988. The song might thrive because De La Soul did not sound like any rappers out at that moment. Consequently, according to Trugoy, Tommy Boy wanted to release the song right away. For Lynch, “Plug Tunin’ ” would represent the group’s introduction to the wider rap world in New York. Tommy Boy A&R representative Dante Ross spirited the record to DJ Red Alert at Kiss FM, and the song caught the ears of many. The single’s success opened up other important doors. Tommy Boy decided they wanted to release another single, and it also caught Red Alert’s attention. He then connected his nephew, Mike Gee from the Jungle Brothers, with Trugoy, Maseo, and Posdnuos, laying the foundation for the creation of the Native Tongues.



“Transmitting Live from Mars”

De La Soul recorded 3 Feet High and Rising in two months. They and Prince Paul came to the studio prepared with ideas and sketches of songs. With Prince Paul producing and mentoring Maseo, Trugoy, and Posdnuos, the group developed a collaborative approach to recording. However, not one person in the group was the “sole producer” of the album. Trugoy told journalist Brian Coleman, “Whatever idea was brought to the table, we’d all just expound on it…. It didn’t matter who brought it. It could have been us four, it could have been my sister. It was all about enjoying music and creating more music.” The ecstatic tone of 3 Feet High and Rising reflected the group’s excitement during the recording. Posdnuos later told the New York Times, “It was just a process of all our separate lives and the music within them just being dumped into sessions of fun.”

The group’s sampling technique distinguished their first record from many others in the late 1980s. Rather than relying on known samples from people like James Brown and popular drum breaks circulating on compilations, De La Soul dug deep into the archives to gather scores of samples. As Prince Paul explained in the 1989 short documentary De La Speaks, “If you have a creative mind, you can basically use anything….”

De La Soul’s approach to sampling was almost ecumenical in its breadth. It is hard not to dream in technicolor after a listening session with 3 Feet High and Rising. They pulled from contemporaries Public Enemy and Beastie Boys, but also television shows like Schoolhouse Rock, and sampled tracks from the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, carving out sections from doo-wop, rock, psychedelic pop, funk, R&B, and soul. They seamlessly layered and stitched together these samples over drum loops, giving the record its sonic buoyancy. Today, the record would cost millions of dollars to produce with all the samples, making such a feat virtually impossible. But according to Tom Silverman, the record cost less than $30,000 to make in its day.

The short skit “Transmitting Live from Mars” exemplifies the album’s psychedelic sound. De La Soul adapted the first few seconds of The Turtles’ 1968 recording “You Showed Me,” slowed it down, and looped it throughout the rest of the song. The group overlays a French language lesson on top of the newly constructed beat, illustrating Prince Paul’s point that one could take anything and use it.

3 Feet High and Rising was introduced to the world on March 3, 1989. Their debut album dropped amid a string of astonishing rap releases in the late 1980s—Eric B. and Rakim’s Follow the Leader, Boogie Down Productions’ By All Means Necessary, Slick Rick’s The Great Adventures of Slick Rick, N.W.A’s Straight Outta Compton, and Public Enemy’s It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back. De La Soul somehow matched Public Enemy’s sample-based style. Yet, while Public Enemy were scientists of sound, De La Soul were human synthesizers, seamlessly juxtaposing various genres to produce more infectious melodic tracks. Like Greg Tate declared in his review of 3 Feet, “If PE advanced the art of sampling-and-stitching to the level of microsurgery on It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back, De La Soul take that knowledge to the bridge and drop it off in Toontown.” Of course, De La Soul’s collage style of rap production eventually got them into legal trouble with The Turtles. However, the group demonstrated how rappers could extend their sampling reach far beyond classics of R&B and hip-hop, to also Johnny Cash, Parliament Funkadelic, and Daryl Hall & John Oates.

Maseo, Prince Paul, Posdnuos, and Trugoy also preempted another group that used a collage of samples to produce a hip-hop gem. Seeking to distance themselves from the frat-boy aesthetic found on their debut album, the Beastie Boys’ Ad-Rock, MCA, and Mike D fled to Los Angeles, where they connected with the production duo The Dust Brothers (Mike Simpson and John King) to construct Paul’s Boutique. Together they expanded the group’s sonic palette as they also pulled from various genres to produce a lo-fi and dense record. Although the album still contained the brash, obnoxious, and playful lyrics that their fans loved on songs like “Hey Ladies,” the album was seen by many as too much of a departure at the time. Yet Paul’s Boutique would become totemic in its influence on the genre.

Like Paul’s Boutique and other albums such as Run-D.M.C.’s self-titled debut album, Paid in Full, and It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back, De La Soul’s 3 Feet High and Rising elevated rap in the album format. From the music to their Day-Glo cover art and comic strip explaining the group’s mythical origins in their liner notes, this was a complete work of art. De La Soul illustrated how artists wove silly songs, serious tracks, verbal manifestos, dance music, and comedic skits (or as Prince Paul called them, “bug out pieces”) together cohesively. The album used the music, their image, and creative marketing to articulate an ethos of creative individualism De La Soul would adhere to for the rest of their career. It scrambled critics’ and their peers’ understandings of what it meant to be rappers in the late 1980s with its expansive, yet whimsical and surreal demonstration of free imagination. The group not only built their own world but also hinted at constructing their own universe. They created their own language. They told stories that had not been told before in rap. They revealed an identity that complicated Black masculinity by being vulnerable, silly, ironic, and serious. The group also took inspiration from cultural futurist George Clinton, leader of Parliament Funkadelic. As one reads in a comic book–style fictionalized origin story about De La Soul in 3 Feet High and Rising’s insert, Prince Paul summons the group from Mars for an “ultimate mission” to record 3 Feet High and Rising.

These characteristics are why Los Angeles Times critic Robert Hilburn surmised that the album “may well be the ‘Sgt. Pepper’ of
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