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Dedication

For the Creators:

Whatever your medium, whatever your message,

I’ve written this book for you.
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Prologue

As the hour approaches, I gather my thoughts and escape to a room with the bare necessities. I transform. I enter the zone.

I focus

I stare at blank walls until they become movie screens giving me a front-row seat to the world.

I focus

Until the Earth’s high pitch sound multiplies in my ears only muffled by my thoughts. My mind superseding body I force my life to flash before my eyes again and again. Before I know it, I’m somewhere between conscious and subconscious. My universal awareness heightens.

I focus

Seeing vicariously through everyone’s eyes. I can astral project to any place, any time. Past, present, and future. Imagination challenges my reality. Creative juices start to take over. Try to tap into that divine universal source of knowledge until my art speaks as many languages as possible. Try to broaden my horizons and in return achieve omnipresence.

I focus

Then finally it hits me. The original idea.

I’m focused.





Intro





The Door

I hear the same questions all the time. What’s it mean to be a writer? A rapper? A lyricist? Where do I go in my mind to create the perfect rhyme? What energy do I channel to move an audience? To manipulate syllables into syncopated flow and paint a story with words and music? How do I get someone to stop a record, rewind, replay, and rethink everything they thought they heard the first time?

What made me sit down thirty years ago and say, “My name is Rakim Allah, and I’m about to flip the whole script”?

My writing starts in an empty room. It doesn’t really matter where because I have written everywhere. It’s just me and Four White Walls. Maybe one that just has some paint peeling in a corner of the ceiling or maybe one that has a window that looks out over the lights of a great city with those million stories bouncing through the streets. It can be a studio, a hotel, or the back of a bus. Probably they aren’t even white, but when I sit down, in my mind, it’s four walls that are as blank as the notebook I’m staring down at.

It has to start with dead silence. I have to turn off that morning’s music and distance myself from the distractions of life’s cacophony. No phones, no kids, no entourage or onlookers. I need to completely tune out so I can start to tune in.

I focus on my purpose. That’s what has brought me into this room and that’s what will guide me now that I’m here. I dig back into the bag of observations and experiences that inspire me and start to craft a storyline. I inject the spirituality that gives so much of that inspiration a greater sense of place and remember that my Self, my listeners, and my culture expect and deserve more than simplicity. They deserve a conscious message delivered through a thoughtful collection of ideas that are more than the words on the page.

And that’s when I start to hear it.

Just a pitch or a tone . . . a buzzing energy emanating from origins beyond each of us individually but encompassing all of us universally. The energy takes a frequency, and the frequency forms into an idea. That idea takes inspiration from everything I’ve learned and observed, and blends it with awareness of my self and my artistry. And it breaks the silence with music that’s blended with memories and molded into something original.

My pen starts to flow. The lines in my notebook fill up and spill over to paint pictures on the white walls around me. The rhymes come from anywhere. They come from everywhere. I might have a story in mind that unfolds step by step or I might just know the end and have to work my way back. I could start with one bar or one phrase or even one word and circle around that, guided by the frequency, until the track takes full form. I draw from my knowledge and add the tricks of my technique to slip in messages that range from subtle to unavoidable. I wrap around wordplay and push boundaries of form.

I stay focused on my intentions. Make something original. Outdo what I’ve already done. Write something to force the conscious listener to think, the music lover to clap, and every other rapper to turn their head and say, “Damn.” I want to build monuments of monologue that stand the test of time.

To guide artists and non-creatives alike through these revelations, I’ve channeled my reflections into 5 Pillars of Creativity: Purpose, Inspiration, Spirituality, Consciousness, and Energy.

This is who I am and this is how I do it.





Origins

I was born in Wyandanch, New York, about an hour outside of New York City in Suffolk County, Long Island. At four and a half square miles with around eleven thousand residents at any given time, Wyandanch isn’t even a town. It’s a hamlet, one of seven that make up the larger town of Babylon, but if you lived in Wyandanch, that’s what you identified with. Wyandanch didn’t have a bunch of big buildings; it didn’t have any projects. It was pretty much a bunch of single-family houses built in the 1950s, studded with fruit trees in people’s perfectly manicured yards branching out from Wyandanch Park, Carver Park (named after George Washington Carver), and Lincoln Park. The main strip was called Straight Path, and it was filled with your typical barbershops, tailors, hardware stores, and food spots. At night, that’s where the little social clubs and bars would light up, and it’s where the dealers and the hustlers would come out of the shadows.

My neighborhood wasn’t rich, but it never felt poor. And it was predominantly Black. In the ’40s and ’50s, Long Island had a lot of communities—Levittown, about twelve miles west, being the most historically famous—that didn’t allow ownership by Black families. The developers would prohibit “non-white occupants” right in their contracts, so when a real estate agent would advertise a community as interracial, that’s where the Blacks would buy . . . and only the Blacks. Wyandanch definitely had a working-class community, but because of that openness in a sea of segregation, you also had lawyers, doctors, businesspeople, teachers, and all sorts of professionals with dreams of financial independence. In a place like that, everyone knows almost everyone, and if you don’t know them directly, you know their brother or their sister or their cousin. It’s one of those places where a kid can get raised by the village. And it’s where my parents settled and decided to start their family.

A few years earlier, Cynthia Harewood saw a man across the room in a nightclub and told her girlfriends she was going to marry him before she even knew his name. Willie Griffin, his legal name, fell in love with her as well, and they would go on to spend over thirty years together as husband and wife and mother and father. I was the youngest of their five children, after Ronald, Robyn, Steven, and Stephanie, but people always called me an old soul. Maybe that was because I was always running around going to parties with my older brothers and sisters . . . maybe it was the whiskers I developed a lot younger than most. Maybe, and I’m not proud of this, it was getting my first gun charge at age twelve or, and this I am proud of, not backing down from anyone who would challenge me or my family down on the strip that I was definitely too young to be hanging on.

But I like to think my tendency toward maturity was a little more destined. I was conceived during the urban riots of the Long Hot Summer of 1967 and born on January 28, 1968, three months before the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. My mother heard—and, by extension, I believe I heard—the words of Dr. King while I was still in the womb, and that sparked a connection to the man that resonates with me still. My parents thought about naming me Willie, after my father, so I was almost a junior. At the last minute my father said no. “I don’t want him to be a junior. I want him to be his own man.”

“Well, then, name him William,” Mom said. So for a short while I was William Michael Griffin, but one day I was crying in my grandmother’s arms when she said, “Poppo, stop crying.”

“That’s cute,” Mom said. The name stuck. Soon Poppo became Pop, and growing up, everyone called me Pop. People outside the family didn’t even know my given name.

At our house whenever an aunt or an uncle or a friend walked in, my father told us to perform. If they came by late and we were all asleep, my father woke us up to sing and dance in our pajamas. We were a musical family—my brothers and sisters knew how to sing, play piano, and play the sax, so we were like our own band, but I always liked to break out with a little solo. Sometimes I played Michael Jackson and would line my brothers and sisters up behind me like the Jackson 5. I used to practice in the bathroom mirror and sing “Dancing Machine” over and over while watching myself, making sure my movements were just like his when he did it. When company came over, I did my little routine with all his moves and hitting all his notes. Whatever character I played, it always brought the house down, and I came to love the feeling of electrifying a crowd. I wanted it all the time. I couldn’t wait for people to come over and let me show them my skills, because having everyone watch me just felt right.

I was six the first time I saw hip-hop. It was the summer of 1974. My big brother Stevie took me to see it. They didn’t call it hip-hop or rap back then, but it was already a lot more than just a sound. It was a whole experience. Late at night, in Wyandanch Park, they had a DJ with a big sound system that was plugged into a street lamppost and B-boys dancing and guys on the mic spitting little rhymes. These guys were the early rappers, and these parties were the beginning of hip-hop. The parties were happening in the Bronx, Queens, Brooklyn, uptown—all over New York. DJs were taking disco, soul, and funk records—anything that was high-energy and powerful and danceable—and isolating the breakdown, the part where it’s just rhythm, percussion, and drumming that makes people want to dance with some force. Any record could become part of a rap DJ’s set because DJs weren’t concerned with the whole record. They focused on those breaks and mixed two copies of the record back and forth so they could extend the break and change the power of the record entirely.

Everyone learned the sonic power of the break from DJ Kool Herc, a Jamaican immigrant from the South Bronx who started spinning parties in the rec room of the building where he lived. In August of 1973 his sister Cindy wanted money to buy clothes for school, so she told Herc to throw a party and charge admission. Down in that rec room he became one of the fathers of rap. He had a big system with Godzilla-sized Shure speakers, so his music was loud. He spun on the breaks and sometimes he got on the mic and said little rhythmic phrases into an echo chamber. Stuff like “Kool Herc! Go to work! Go to work!” Simple stuff. “Y’all feeling all right?! To the beat, y’all! B-boys, are you ready? B-girls, are you ready?” He said “B” for “break,” for the dancers who’d go off on the breaks. They weren’t rhymes. They were like the zygotes that were the beginnings of the monster that would become MC’ing.

Herc spun parties all around the New York City metropolitan area, including on Long Island at Wyandanch Park. I was really young, but I was there, and I can still see his gigantic speakers that looked like fifty-five-gallon garbage cans. They were so loud they shook the ground like the music was creating an earthquake. Herc went all around the city, spreading the gospel of hip-hop. His formula was to extend the breakdown part so the serious dancers could get down and perform for the crowd. It wasn’t music meant to get boys and girls dancing together. It was music meant to get boys dancing instead of fighting in gangs. New York had a gang issue before early rap came along, and it mostly ended when the gangsters transitioned into music. A lot of early dancing was about warring crews battling by break-dancing without ever touching each other. Symbolic violence was a lot better than killing. But the new culture scared most club owners, so Herc and the other pioneering hip-hop DJs were playing for people who loved the music and would follow it anywhere. They went into the parks, and at those parties they started building a culture.

It quickly became a way of life for a lot of people in the hood in late-1970s New York City. The culture stretched beyond the music and included break-dancing or B-boying and graffiti art, and you could dress hip-hop with a Kangol hat and Adidas shell toes or Puma Clydes. I always believed there was a hip-hop way of thinking, because listening to this music was like taking musical steroids. It was sonic confidence. It made you bop harder, stand up straighter, stick your chest out more. It fed your ego. At a time when a lot of people in the hood were getting strangled by poverty, hip-hop came along and offered a boost of confidence and a jolt of fun. It was music from the hood for the hood, meant to make people feel good. And it spread like wildfire. In my elementary school years, everyone I knew around my age loved hip-hop. It was almost like the shared religion of our tribe. I loved every aspect of the culture and tried my hand at all of it. When I wasn’t trying to DJ, I would pop-lock with my friends for hours, then go get the canvases out and do some graffiti, then get with some rappers and kick freestyles. As soon as I knew what rap was, I was in love.

Once, Maniack, a local DJ who was friends with my brother Stevie, brought his equipment to our house. I was so young I wasn’t really tall enough to reach the turntables. Stevie and him sat there drinking beers and spinning records while I watched every little thing they did. I microscoped the whole situation. Stevie and Maniack decided to run out to get more beer, but first they took the needles off and hid them. They were hiding them from me, but I knew where they put them. As soon as I heard the front door close, I went over to the shelf, reached behind the picture frame, and grabbed the needles. I pulled out two milk crates and stood up on them to screw on the needles, and I got some records going and started trying to cut back and forth between them, but somehow I hit the pitch control knob so one of the records started going really fast, and I didn’t know how to change it. I panicked a little because the sound was going crazy. Before I came up with a solution, my brother and Maniack walked into the room and looked at me like What the hell is going on?

“Boy, get off them turntables! Stop playing around!” Stevie yelled.

“Nah, man, let him finish,” Maniack said, more curious than angry. “I wanna see what he does.”

He showed me how to change the pitch so the record played at the right speed, then I was able to chill out and start mixing. I was so good they were shocked at how much I’d picked up just from watching them.

I was seven when I wrote my first rhyme. I had seen guys on the block rhyming and wanted to try it. I wrote, “Mickey Mouse built a house / he built it by the border / an earthquake came and rocked his crib / and now it’s in the water.” Now I had the DJ’ing bug. With some life experience and some work on my vocabulary, I could start bringing things together.





From the Parks to the Studio

I began my senior year of high school thinking my next move was going to Stony Brook University to play quarterback. The head coach said it was possible I could start freshman year. I planned to go to college and focus on football, not rapping. At DJ Maniack’s house, I’d made a beat and rhymed over it for sixty minutes, filling up both sides of a Memorex tape. My plan was to play that tape when I got to college to let everyone know who I was as an MC. I wasn’t gonna battle everyone there. I’d just play my tape so they’d all know who was the best MC on campus, so I could shut the whole conversation down and get back to football.

A few days after I made that tape, my homeboy Alvin Toney knocked on my door with some tall guy I didn’t know hovering behind him. Alvin was my dude, but I used to tell my friends, if you come by my crib, come by yourself and definitely don’t bring nobody I don’t know.

I opened the door and gave Alvin a look that could kill, which kindly might be interpreted as What do you think you doin’?

“Yo, come outside for a minute,” he said, sensing he had violated my trust.

“I got my shorts on, man,” I said hesitantly.

“This guy knows Marley Marl and Mr. Magic,” Alvin said. “He wants to make a record. His name is Eric.” Those were two of the biggest names in hip-hop at that moment. Marley was the hottest producer in the game, and he was really shaping the sound of hip-hop with the records he produced for MC Shan and Roxanne Shante. Mr. Magic was a powerful radio DJ on WBLS who was then one of the few jocks playing rap records on the radio. Someone who knew both of them had to be for real.

I said, “He can come in.”

That’s how I met Eric B.

He was working in promotions at WBLS. He’d drive around the New York tristate area in a WBLS van and DJ parties in the community to help spread the name of the radio station—what they now call a street team. This took him all over, but he was in Wyandanch a lot so he had a lot of friends there. He was thinking about making a DJ album, presenting a group of MCs, like all the best MCs he’d met traveling around for his job. So he was asking people in every town, “Who’s the nicest MC around?” When he asked that in Wyandanch, of course he ended up at my place.

I put on the tape I’d made for Stony Brook, and after five minutes Eric said, “Yo, we can go to Marley Marl’s crib and make a record right now.”

I said, “That’s cool, but I can’t sign a contract.”

“Why?”

“I’m going to college to play football. If I sign a deal, I’ll be ineligible to play.”

“We can do it where you’re the guest on the record. If it’s my record and you’re the special guest, you don’t have to sign a contract.”

I was down with any plan that wouldn’t kill my football eligibility.

About a week later Eric and I took the train from Long Island to Queensbridge, forty-five minutes, to go to Marley Marl’s studio, where so many hot records had been made with artists like MC Shan, Roxanne Shante, and Biz Markie to name a few. We were going to the place where hip-hop was being built, the most important studio in the game.

Marley’s “studio” was actually his sister’s apartment on the second floor of Queensbridge Houses, the now legendary housing project in Long Island City, Queens, that over the years was home to MC Shan, Marley Marl, Nas, and others. Marley had taken it over. I walked past the kitchen and into the living room to find the mixing boards, the keyboards, the speakers, the drum machine, tons of vinyl records—everything you need to record, with a microphone set up on a stand where the coffee table should be. We sat on the couch and started vibing about music and records and what we wanted to do in the session. I had my Stony Brook tape, so Marley took that and started adding his special touches to one of the beats. When he was done, he handed me the mic and said it was time for me to start laying down the verses. I used rhymes from the tape for Stony Brook, which I’d actually written a year before, and we called it “My Melody.” Sitting on the couch in that living room just felt right. I was relaxed, and my flow was coming through smooth just like I wanted.

Marley said, “Yo, that was dope! Let’s do it again with a little more energy.”

Years before that moment, back when I was rhyming in the park, I would rhyme all amped up because that got me heard in that loud outdoor environment. Plus, that was the way most people did it in the early days. That was the style of Run-DMC and LL Cool J. They kinda shouted on the mic as if they were giving a pep talk to a football team before the Super Bowl. It sounded forceful and tough. I respected those MCs, but I didn’t want to sound like that. I wanted to be more thought-provoking, and if people were going to really hear my ideas and the intricacies of my rhymes, it was better to have a calmer delivery. I had to yell in the park, but when I went into the basement studios, I saw that I could rhyme without yelling. I liked being more conversational because then I could have more control over the tones in my voice, and you’d be better able to really hear me. If you could hear me, then you’d have to think about what I was saying. I put a good deal of effort into intentionally changing my delivery, and over time I taught myself how to remain calm while I rhymed. With that, I sounded like no one else—and I loved that. So when Marley asked me to do it with more energy, he didn’t know that he was side stepping into a journey I’d been on for a while. I knew the sort of MC I wanted to be, and I wasn’t going to let anyone, not even the great Marley Marl, change me.

Still on the couch, I started again. I laid the verse down in the same calm way I had the first time.

“I like the lines, but try to put more energy into it.” After the fourth take, he said, “Maybe if you stand up it’ll have a little more energy.”

He was starting to annoy me. I said, “Yo, I could stand, I could sit, it don’t matter. It’s gonna sound the same.”

An hour later we were still at an impasse. Marley kept whispering to Eric B. that I was rhyming too slow and it was giving him a headache. He didn’t get why this young kid wasn’t listening to a seasoned veteran. “I did Shante, I did Shan, I know what an MC’s supposed to sound like,” Marley finally yelled out, clearly at the end of his patience.

“Marley, it’s a new day,” Eric replied, not mad at all with the situation, his words hanging in the air.

Then MC Shan showed up and went into the kitchen with Marley. Shan was the pride of Queens, one of the first MCs to get signed to a major label, but they didn’t know how to market him, so he eventually got dropped.

Marley left and Shan came back in and said, “Yo, Marley had to step out for a minute. He went to the store, so I’m going to produce the session.” We started recording again, and Shan was blown away by my first take. “Oh my God!” he yelled. “This kid is ice-cold! I write lyrics. I know what’s up. He’s amazing!” Then he said, “That was great, but, yo Lord, why don’t you put a little more energy in it?”

Here we go again, I thought.

Shan said, “Marley knows what he’s talking about. A little more energy won’t hurt you.”

“This is how I roll,” I told Shan, unwilling to budge.

Marley came back, and we finished “My Melody,” but he was frustrated. “He don’t take instructions, he don’t listen to no one. His rhymes are great, but he’s gonna put people to sleep.”

On the Long Island Railroad train back to Wyandanch, I couldn’t help but wonder if Marley was right about my style and if I should maybe have taken the direction he was giving. He was the professional. A producer with a string of big tracks and rappers with record deals banging on his apartment door. I was a kid with a mix tape I was going to use to impress other MCs on a college campus. I struggled with it for what seemed like the longest train ride I’d ever taken, but in the end, I knew that my laid-back style was what I needed. I’m calm most of the time in life, so that’s how I rhyme. If I gave in easily and tried to be something I’m not, neither the success nor the failure that might come would be my own. I decided I’d made the right choice and nothing before or after was going to stop me being me.

Eric and I got back to the house and headed straight for the basement. That was the entertainment zone, and Moms had it hooked up. She was always hosting family and friends down there, so the place was stacked with vinyl of all genres and eras, records everywhere, and posters and album covers. It had a vibe. We looked through Mom’s vinyl, and I pulled out James Brown’s “Funky President.” Eric pulled out Fonda Rae’s “Over Like a Fat Rat.” I was drinking a strawberry wine cooler—I really liked them back then—but when E. pulled out that record, I spat it out all over the wall and burst out laughing. I said, “Fonda Rae will never mix with James Brown!”

I started writing a new song in the basement of my parents’ house, sitting on a stool by the bar, feeling euphoric. I was like, World, here I come. I just knew a lot of people would hear this one—more than a bunch of people in the park. Thousands! That feeling shaped the song. I wanted to make something that let people know who I was. The first thing I wrote was “I came in the door, I said it before. I never let the mic magnetize me no more.” I said “never let the mic magnetize me no more” to emphasize this: Although the mic used to have control over me, now I have control over it. It used to draw me in like a magnet, but now I’m a real MC, and in my relationship with the mic, I’m in control.

I finished the song in a couple of hours.

The next night we went back to Marley’s. I was amazed by Marley’s ability to bring my James Brown beat and Eric’s Fonda Rae beat together perfectly. He played the bass line on the synthesizer, and I got on the mic. “I came in the door . . .” This time Marley didn’t complain about my energy. He just let me go. Maybe I was giving it a little more pep, but I got the feeling that Marley was starting to see what I was doing.

Eric named it “Eric B. Is President” even though I never said that phrase in the song. He did that partly because the sample was from “Funky President” and partly because Eric wanted to build his reputation as a famous DJ. Also, it was a time in hip-hop when, among the underground fan base, the DJs still enjoyed a degree of celebrity that nearly paralleled MCs. I thought the title was a little corny, but I’ve always loved what we did with that record.





Part One

Purpose





How to Emcee

[Hook]

    It don’t matter if I ain’t on the page you on.

    Tell me what you want, I give it to you the way you want,

    show you how to flow and how to rip any phrase you want.

    You just keep your eye on me, I show you how to emcee.

    If it’s wack ordinary displays you want,

    tell what you want, I give it to you the way you want,

    show you how to flow and how to rip any stage you on.

    I can show you how to emcee like I got a degree.

    This is your Qur’an or Bible

    To be a true emcee icon or idol.

    The contents you put in your songs are vital.

    Like training for the UFC you want a title.

    Slam thoughts on a canvas, flip ’em and pin ’em, metaphors and similes and synonyms in ’em

    Spit heat around the town the more you get it heard till you spit at two thousand miles before it hit a curve

    Then flaunt your rhymes and your rap pages wordplay to punch lines and catch phrases

    Deep spots with players and ballers new game street talk straight off the corners new slang

    I got heat for crowds for those that pursuit it

    Spitters I show you flow till your vocals are fluid

    From social to freestyle just focus into it

    If you a G I’ll show you how the Coppola do it.

[Hook]

    Forever sick like catching AIDS is

    In a class of greatness for magic phrases

    My predicates last for pages

    every letter fit trend setter like fashion statements

    When folks get a sign and a hope forever

    I wrote some of the illest rhymes ever put together

    Soon as I make ’em rappers take ’em

    analyze ’em for days and paraphrase ’em

    I’m back hip-hoppers’ll back my scripts and documents

    Raps hit the block it’s a wrap it’s the apocalypse

    The hood give my rap flow names

    like 9/11 and crack cocaine.

    I hit the building, it gets hotter in ’em.

    It’s like birds, most rappers don’t know how to flip ’em.

    Gotta hip ’em, get hop and show ’em how to spit ’em

    I bus a rhyme and I school ’em for free, I scholarship ’em.

[Song]

    Competition know the deal, you’re not ready now.

    Because you’re dealing with the R, know how it’s going down.

    This is it if you so sick where your skills at? No sir, ghostwriter, you can kill that.

    It’s hard, this intricate flippin’ it,

    it isn’t bars, it’s infinite. So Ra deliverin’ it far different.

    Part lyricist, part instrument.

    Start spittin’ the articulate ya’ll rhythms get

    till every syllable you drop is pivotal.

    If it’s not original, it’s not as memorable.

    Ill lyrical till you so popular they sick of you

    Pandemical threat level five it’s critical

    Kill ’em off with a word like euthanasia

    till it spread to the youth in Asia.

    In the booth I’m major,

    my music’s monumental, I’m a mogul.

    You gonna make sense, I’ma show you.

    You got to put yo life in them lines,

    make it def hear sight to the blind,

    make your flow tighter, brighter design,

    so if the mic is your grind then biting’s a crime,

    especially if a ghostwriter’s writin’ your rhymes.

[Hook]

    It don’t matter if I ain’t on the page you on.

    Tell me what you want, I give it to you the way you want,

    show you how to flow and how to rip any phrase you want,

    you just keep your eye on me, I show you how to emcee.

    If it’s wack ordinary displays you want,

    tell what you want, I give it to you the way you want,

    show you how to flow and how to rip any stage you on.

    I can show you how to emcee like I got a degree.




Notes on “How to Emcee”

Months after we made “My Melody” and “Eric B. Is President” at Marley Marl’s studio, we went into Power Play Studios in Queens to record the rest of our first album, including “I Ain’t No Joke.” I wanted us to sample the James Brown Band’s horns on “Pass the Peas,” but Eric said he wanted to scratch it. At first I was hesitant to try it that
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