FROM JAZZ TO RAP, PERSPECTIVES AND
MUSICAL EVOLUTIONS IN THE
POST-SLAVERY WORLD, FROM THE UNITED
STATES TO EUROPE

Myléne Mauricrace

In addition to their stylistic evolution over the years, both jazz and rap, despite their
differences and depending on the artists, recount the history of the trade in enslaved
African peoples, as well as its repercussions on contemporary societies. Their histories
began in the United States, from the 1910s onwards, and spread to Europe, where they
continue today.

Jazz: the musical heritage of slavery?

The period of enslavement and the plantation economy in the United States was marked by
violence. Although abolition occurred in 1863 with Abraham Lincoln’s proclamation of the
“declaration of emancipation”, this was nevertheless followed by segregationist legislation. In terms
of music, this period witnessed the emergence of musical practices created by slaves, former slaves,
or freedmen, which then evolved in resonance with the various political and social events in the
United States. From work songs—songs accompanying the forced labour of slaves on
plantations—to blues—a forbidden music representative of the figure of the vagabond or freed
black slave singing their pain—the descendants of the displaced and enslaved African men and
women developed new musical forms. The same may be said for jazz which, around the same time,
became a representative expression of the period of emancipation. If jazz used the codes, songs,
and music from the period of enslavement, it was very much a style in its own right and evolved
according to the migrations and displacements of the African American populations over history.
This was the case after the two world wars when populations of African descent headed north to
find work in the mechanics industry, for example. Dealing with subjects like access to employment,
segregationist laws which physically separated the Black and White populations in public places,
and even living conditions after the period of enslavement, jazz artists produced, composed, and
responded to such issues in their ever-evolving scores and compositions.
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Artists, jazz, and slavery

For example, the lynching of the American population of African descent inspired the disturbing and
powerful interpretation of the track Strange Fruit (1939, Commodore Records) by singer Billie
Holiday. The ban against nine African American students at the Little Rock university campus by
Governor Faubus (1957) inspired multi-instrumentalist Charles Mingus to write Fable of Faubus
(1959, Columbia Records). An attack by the Ku Klux Klan on the church of Birmingham in Alabama
(1963) inspired the pianist and singer Nina Simone to write Mississippi Goddam (1964, Philips) and
John Coltrane the track Alabama (1963, Impulse!).

Therefore, in the very themes of certain tracks by African American jazz artists, as well as in the
melodies, the playing, or even the compositions, we can hear the revival of the post-slavery context.
This is certainly found in free jazz, which assumes its stylistic and classical emancipation from early
jazz experiments and gives pride of place to improvisation. Ornette Coleman (to whom we owe the
album Free Jazz in 1960), Archie Shepp, Sun Ra, and singer Jeanne Lee are just some examples.
Musical expression no longer merely comprised the acknowledgement of a violent event, but rather
the way in which African American artistic creation could develop a current of its own in a context
where the civil rights movement was growing in scale.

In other words, while jazz can be seen as a cousin of blues and work songs, it nevertheless offers
more of a social chronicle of the situation of African Americans following abolition in the United
States. When hip-hop emerged in the early 1970s, the legacy of these jazz artists was not far off.

The sample: connecting jazz and hip-hop in the United States

While jazz did not directly contribute to the birth of hip-hop, it participated in its development
through fragments and sampling (the practice of isolating a musical extract to reinsert it, oftenina
loop, into a new original track). One simply has to list the number of jazz samples used by rap
producers to realize this.

In 1973, hip-hop was born from the initiative of DJ Kool Herc (Clive Campbell) and his sister Cindy
Campbell at the first party they organized together. The siblings, of Jamaican descent, lived in the
Bronx in New York. For this first evening, they made use of the codes of Jamaican sound systems
against the violent context of clashes between rival gangs. From this moment and these parties
onwards, the hip-hop movement spread throughout the East Coast of the United States.
Instrumentally, hip-hop tracks began from a funk loop. Later, sampling made its appearance,
opening up a whole discography of artists, whether jazz, funk, or disco, and the technique was used
to compose the first rap songs. Common in hip-hop music, the sample is used both to compose and
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to express a certain opinion given by the rapper. For example, rapper Talib Kweli—Talib Kweli & Hi
Tek, Train of thought (Rawkus, 2000)—samples Nina Simone’s Sinnerman and re-adapts her Four
Women, right down to the lyrics. This readaptation (Reflection Eternal, Four Women) allowed Talib
Kweli to continue the story of the four little African American girls that Nina Simone had sung
about, in order to depict American society in the 2000s, in turn.

Circulation, hybridity, and European discourse

In France, hip-hop arrived in the 1980s. The story of the formation of rap group NTM, told in the
recent documentary series Le Monde demain, relates this well. The context was not quite the same
as that in the United States. Nor was it entirely free of American inspiration. Groups like NTM, |IAM,
Saian Supa Crew, and La Cliqua were formed, inspired by American groups like Public Enemy, Run
DMC, Wu Tang Clan, or even EPMD.

A mode of expression, rap (the verbose dimension of hip-hop) was also an opportunity to express an
experience, a social situation, or a way of relating the daily life of an out-of-sync youth, on the
margins of society, and/or on the geographical outskirts of large cities. For some singers or groups,
the texts or melodies allowed them to pursue a discourse on the consequences of the history of
enslavement and the colonial situation on migrating populations. For example, the group La Rumeur
claimed that their rap was made “by the sons of immigrants”.

Je suis allé faire parler le cuir usé d’'une valise de prés d’un quart de siécle mon ainé, dire qu'en 62, les ruines
encore traumatisées de Lomé jusqu’au port de Gorée, elles témoignent de ces réves en rupture de séve. A la
levée des passerelles, sous une averse de gréle, le mistral du Grand Nord traverse, sans jamais trahir, le vieil
héritage colonial dominé par des siécles, reliant le Havre et ses environs depuis la sinistre cale d’'un navire
d’embarcation. Quand méme les rats et les cafards cohabitent en paix, avec les symboles vulgaires de la
France d’aprés-guerre, il se pourrait que cette valise, confinée dans un coin, hurle au destin qu’elle n'est pas
venue en vain.

Ekoué, Le Cuir usé d’'une valise, Album LOmbre sur la mesure (2002, EMI)

“Il went to make the worn leather of a suitcase talk, a suitcase nearly a quarter of a century my senior, saying
thatin ‘62, from the still traumatized ruins of Lomé up to the port of Gorée, it witnessed dreams breaking
with sap. When the footbridges were lifted, under a hailstorm, the Mistral from the Great North blew,
without ever betraying, the old colonial heritage centuries-old, connecting Le Havre and its surroundings
from the sinister hold of a small boat. When even rats and cockroaches cohabit in peace, with the vulgar
symbols of post-war France, it could be that this suitcase, confined in a corner, screams to fate that it did not
travel in vain.”

Ekoué, Le Cuir usé d’une valise, Album L'Ombre sur la mesure (2002, EMI)
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The same observation is possible, in the early 2000s, with Casey (Libérez la Béte, 2010) and Rocé.
The latter regularly questioned the consequences of colonization in his albums by taking up the
stylistic codes of the sample (Flo Me La by Nina Simone, Le Météque by Georges Moustaki, or
Watch What Happens by Nancy Wilson, for example), and by punctuating his albums with guests
and/or references to the free jazz scene, as he did on Identity in Crescendo (No Format! 2006),
where he invited American trumpeter Archie Shepp and French saxophonist Jacques Coursil.

In England, hip-hop and rap took another path and evolved differently. Considered more as
underground styles of music, they are associated with the populations of second-generation
immigrants from the former British colonies (British West Indies, Nigeria, Ghana). They are the
expression of everyday life and social resurgences from the period of colonization. They tend to
draw musical inspiration from American jazz (Outlaw Possee from London, Kinetic Effect, Freakin’
Inglish from Manchester). Their later rapprochement to electronic music led to the creation of new
sub-genres like grime in the early 2000s. The lyrics of artists like Dizzee Rascal, Lethal Bizzle, and
Wiley, do not tackle slavery but instead, the everyday life of the descendants of immigrants. In a
sense, listening to these groups often amounts to a social chronicle of England in the 2000s, in
particular that of the multicultural populations living in the big cities.

“It's the same old story, students truant learn the streets fluent (Yeah)

It's the same old story, strange, there's no sign of positive change

'Cause it was only yesterday, we was standin' firmly on our feet (That's nice)
(...) It was only yesterday, there was less bobbies on the beat (Much less)”
Dizzee Rascal, Sittin’ Here (Boy In Da corner, 2000, XL Recordings)

In recent albums, rapper Little Simz has denounced the discrimination encountered by the Black
British population. (2021, Sometimes | Might Be Introvert and 2022, No Thank You).

A rather similar discourse can be found in Portugal. The lyrics of the artists allow us to understand
how this musical genre enables them to express the heritage of the Portuguese colonial period.
Portugal has one of the longest histories of colonization.

Amongst the members of the Portuguese rap scene, some are the descendants of former
Portuguese colonies (Angola, Mozambique, and Cape Verde). Emerging in the late 1980s in the
neighbourhoods of large cities like Porto and Lisbon, then spreading around the country via
compilations like Rapublica in 1994 (or Hip-Hoportuga, 2000), a fringe of Portuguese rap expresses
the conditions in which the former live.
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For example, rapper Boss AC sees “in the slums, hungry people who don’t eat”. This social
description opens the first verse of A Verdade (on the Rapublica compilation: “Vejo nos bairros
degradados/Gente com fome que ndo come”). The group Zona Dread used the genre to express
their experiences of discrimination in 1994: “We just want to be equal, no more, no less” (S
gueremos ser iguais/Nem ser menos, nem ser mais—lyrics from S6 Queremos Ser Iguais, also on the
Rapublica compilation).

If over time and on a European scale, Portuguese rap is somewhat discreet, the scene remains active
nationally. For example, “A Histéria do Hip Hop Tuga” is a regular festival that brings together the
country’s top rap and hip-hop artists. A new edition of the festival is programmed for 2023.

From jazz to rap, several decades, even a century, have passed. However, the experiences
(enslavement, emancipation, abolition, then racial segregation) of the artists, who were at the
origins of jazz and its derivatives in the early 20th century have led the Black American and
European populations of the 21st century to draw inspiration from the genre both stylistically and
melodically. It is also a way for these artists to share their perceptions of the impact of this historical
period on contemporary societies.

Translate by Emma Lingwood
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Discover other European artists:

Portugal: Soraia Simbdes de Andrade, “Para uma histéria do RAP em Portugal: referéncias em
Portugal e as primeiras rappers mulheres”, Buala.org. Can be consulted online:
https://www.buala.org/pt/corpo/para-uma-historia-do-rap-em-portugal-referencias-em-portugal-e
-as-primeiras-rappers-mulheres.

Spain: Dobleache, “Le hip hop espagnol lui aussi a une histoire”. Article mentioning the group known
as El Club de los Poetas Violentos who take their inspiration from African American political
movements. Can be consulted online:
https://www.redbull.com/ch-fr/it-happened-here-spanish-hip-hop-got-real.

Netherlands: Rapper Winne: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pYiHUKpvdyk
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Singer Jeanne Lee, 1984, Wikimedia Commons

Little Simz, cover from the album Sometimes | Might Be Introvert (2021).
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First Reading of the Emancipation Proclamation of President Lincoln, Francis Bicknell Carpenter,
1864, United States Capitol.
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Sheet music cover for “James Bland’s 3 Great Songs”, 1879. Scanned from Blacking Up: The
Minstrel Show in Nineteenth-Century America by Robert Toll.

William Christopher Handy (American composer known as the father of the Blues) playing at
the fiftth annual “American Negro Music Festival” in St. Louis’s Sportsman’s Park in 1944 ©
State Historical Society of Missouri, Arthur Witman Photograph Collection.
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The Little Rock Nine, Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American
History and Culture, Gift of Elmer J. Whiting 11 © Gertrude Samuels.

Nina Simone, 1965 © Nationaal Archief, Nederlanden
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Album cover for Lombre sur la mesure, 2002.
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Rapper Dizzee Rascal performing at the 2009 llosaarirock festival in Joensuu, Finland, Tuomas
Vitikainen, 2009 © Wikipedia
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038: Nel'assassin - Bomberjack - Kronic - Cruzfader - Glue B0vs: Zoo Gang - 12 Makakos -
Gaiolin Roots - Momentum Crew whitess: Crack Kids Crew + Nomen & Dé mcs: Gabriel O Pensador -
Black Company - Valete - Expensive Soul - Sam The Kid - Mundo Segundo - Dealema - Bezegol -
Capicua - Dillaz - Ace & Presto - Nenny - Julinho KSD - Bispo - Chullage

Kappa Jotta - Holly Hood - T-Rex - Tribruto - XEG - Blasph & Sanryse - Nerve - GROGNation -
Papillon - Vado Mas Ki As - Phoenix RDC - X-tense - Deau - Keso - Tekilla - Alcool Club
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A Histéria do Hip Hop Tuga Esta de Regresso a Lisboa, 2022.
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