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Introduction
I’ve decided to write my dissertation on how hip hop influenced graphic design, this question was chosen because it suited my course and interest. Studying graphic design and having love for the genre of hip hop will keep me motivated on searching information and facts of both Hip Hop and graphics design, this will help me write my piece keeping not just me, but the reader engaged. I’ll use websites and books to help me with my referencing which will result of me answering my question. This dissertation will look at the changes in visual identity between artists of the 1970’s to the artists of the present day and how Hip Hop influenced graphics and how it’s used in the past to promote an artist or movement.








Chapter 1
Origins
The word “rap”, which was created in the 15th and 16th century originally meant to be “strike” or “hit”. However now its definition has been altered, in the 1960’s, to be used by American black community as a slang word to mean someone is talking or having a conversation. The roots of rap music came from African drums that were handmade and were used to create rhythmic drum beats for them to dance and rap to. African percussions dates right back in the 13th century and were mainly used in African tribes, as African drums were only available to African Americans they would use those instruments to celebrate anything that is worth celebrating, as its usually used for dance and cultural events. 
As most Africans such as the Jamaicans were migrants that moved from their country to America for work, they’d come in small numbers to the United States for Decades with the biggest wave coming in the 20th century. The Jamaican immigration was the highest in 1965, the Jamaicans would make up the largest group to migrate from the English-speaking language. As time passed so did their generations as their children adopted the American accent distinguishing them as African Americans. The children growing up from their parents who are from Jamaican ancestry their kids took influence of their parent’s music taste and developed their own style of the genre. This style is called “Rap” as they would use their “authentic” accent such as “Brooklyn” they would rap to the beats of the African drums of their ancestry creating a genre that not just for African Americans but for those who of different ethnicities to listen to.

Hip Hop
Rap music was originated on August 11th, 1973 New York City (Bronx) and became an outlet for the black community. It was first heard in school parties hosted and performed by DJ Kool Herc and his sister Cindy. The parties that they played at became a natural gathering for the black community ensuring that they’re all having a fun time, with these gatherings they would spark a new culture which is called 
Hip hop/Rap. 
The word “Hip hop” was created by old school Bronx DJ Lovebug Starski, as he claimed to make the term “hip hop” by rhyming “hip-hop, hippy to the hippy hop-bop”, this was then used by rap legend Grandmaster Flash and the furious five saying “I’d say hip you’d say the hop”. 
Hip hop is a culture that was born from the ashes of disco which was popular back in 1960’s to the late 70’s, the genre was created by African Americans fusing soul, jazz, rhythm and blues to create a new sound. The genre itself also created a trend of clothing where both male and female would rock afro’s and flashy and jackets. As time passed by Disco was further evolved to a genre called “funk”, this was used regularly in parties because at that time was the latest trend, it further then became the new dance music in urban America. 
Within New York, during the mid 1970’s there was an economic collapse as there was a decline of the manufacturing industry, at that time most of the white middle class moved to the suburbs where a lot of gang violence happened such as theft and drive by’s. The opportunities of the music industry and sources of recreation evaporated, and night clubs became shut as there was not enough money to pay for entertainment, this led to the youth creating private parties in apartments or the streets where they would use “sound systems” as it was easy to transport and showcase music, this was all introduced by Jamaican culture. During the parties most DJ’s would play music that are popular in their day and age, mostly using the genre soul and funk. It later evolved to “Jamaican Dub Music” this was mostly performed by immigrants from the Caribbean creating dance styles like “breakdancing” or other words “b boying”. 
As the culture started developing so did its DJ’s and rappers, these two elements are fundamentally important when creating rap music as one would create the beat and the other would come up with flows and rhyme schemes. The music the artist would share was normally their own and would be done to get notoriety or voluntary donations. These flows and beats were showcased on the streets of New York City having nothing but a DJ deck and a microphone, they could be purchased through music stores and were cheap back in the 1970’s. These performances were based on having a good time and provided a platform for artists to showcase their talents presented on the streets. Performing on the street back then was a common thing and made the artists gain notoriety, by doing so they gained social fame from listeners that would spread the word of the artists to their friends and family, by gaining social fame they were taken and signed by record labels that will help put artist’s tracks on the radio. This is done by signing with a major record label giving the artist a contract containing money and requirements for the artist to meet. After doing so the artist would have access to record his tracks in professional studios, these studios would have the latest recording equipment helping the artist to create their own music. In summary the genre itself has an identity due to social changes in society, this is because of how the different genres such as Disco and funk later evolved to Hip Hop/Rap. Due to the changes the genre differentiated itself from its peers from the overall sound and aesthetic, this is shown by how it was originated in the streets giving it an appeal to the working class as it represented where they grew up.

Graffiti
As rap continued to grow in the golden age of Hip Hop so did its identity, this made it hard for the listener to visualise the genre as back then rap was only presented in the streets of New York City. This made the genre itself lack a visual identity giving the listener an unknown aesthetic and sound of the genre’s background. As the overall sound of hip hop is about money, drugs, sex and politics hip hop needed an identity that would suit the overall aesthetic of their chosen themes. “Hip Hop as additionally been associated with the promotion of materialism and negative regards to Blackness.” (Speer, 2014, p.714) And to compliment the aesthetic and sound of the genre street artists would use graffiti as a way to showcase the genre as it fitted the overall aesthetic of what the genre contains.
The definition of graffiti is “a defiant and public exhibition” and was established in 1960’s Philadelphia, the first to do so was “Cornbread” and “Cool Earl”. They would start using black markers and tag themselves to private property, it was then in 1970 “Topcat-126” that would copy their practices and bring it to the streets of New York. After doing so others would apply the same method and would mark up all of subways and buildings. So back then for an artist to gain recognition or notoriety he/she needed to promote themselves in ways that the public can see and visualise their artistry, so to do that they would perform in the streets and hand out mixtapes to people. The mixtapes would contain artwork on the front and back of the CD cover, this would showcase the artist’s name and song titles, the artwork would showcase a vintage style as back in the 70’s and 80’s rap was “grungy” and “street”. Artists such as Leak Bros and N.W.A. use artwork and typography to give the viewer an “idea” of what the artist is and what they’re music would be based upon, for example a specific perspective of society at the time. Graffiti began to show up on subways in New York City and would be used to express the culture of rap/hip hop, as graffiti is being popularised others started picking it up and started doing their own work of art that resembles hip hop. Graffiti to some is viewed as a form of artistic expression and has been used by rap artists for their album covers, mixtapes and touring posters.[image: ] 
Artists such as Leak Bros would use graffiti for their mixtapes as both the artists are from the “streets”, the graffiti was probably chosen because both the artist grew up in Harlem and graffiti there was shown everywhere from the streets to the walls of night clubs. This visually would give the listener an aesthetic appeal of the “ghetto” as the artwork is rough and rugged, this could inform the listener that the rappers are tough and somewhat gangster. Fig 1: Leak Bros

One of the sub genres of rap: Gangster rap was extremely popular in the 1990’s, as it represented the hardships of the artist’s violent lifestyle on the streets of American poverty and drug use. So to visualise that to the listener the artwork would be “Rough and rugged” complimenting the aesthetic of the artists lifestyle. This is normally presented in the artwork of the artist’s cover on mixtape and cassette tapes. “Graffiti is not about lean lines, pretty colours and beautiful blends. Graffiti is my lifes turbulence exploded on a wall.” (Obama, Broken-Culture, 2018)
The typography of graffiti tends to have sharp edges and all in caps, this visually makes the graffiti eye catching as the style is in your face. The typography also tends to be complimented with illustrations that would make the artwork look more aesthetically pleasing. This is done to bring a more visual emphasise of what the title is. Graffiti emerged in the 80’s through breakdancing and rap music, it was produced by young African Americans, due to them being neglected by other forms of music. In the 70’s and 80’s the upbringing of most African Americans was hard and for them to express their frustrations they would listen to rap music which would give them the motivation to rebel others and go on a rebellious streak. This would lead to graffiti’s being painted on the walls making a statement for those who would come across to read them. This type of style of typography would be used to showcase a “rough” aesthetic resembling the “streets” these artists grew up on, as most artist in the 80’s they were all from the streets with no support to go mainstream the genre can only be accepted by the people who are of lower class and from the “ghetto”. Most people in the ghettos tend to be Blacks and Latinos who were known to be out casted by people of white skin, to differentiate themselves from the rest they would create music of their ancestry and rap, this would then lead the genre to be only for the “black community” as the instruments and vocals used were from African Americans. As more rappers starting to appear so did their mixtapes, some rap groups such as the N.W.A. had a huge culture shock to the world when they went mainstream due to their song “F*** the police”. This song became mainstream due to the controversy of lyrics such as “F*** the police comin' straight from the underground, A young n***** got it bad 'cause I'm brown, and not the other color so police think, They have the authority to kill a minority, f*** that s**t, 'cause I ain't the one, For a punk m***er f***er with a badge and a gun yo be beatin' on, and thrown in jail” (N.W.A, 1988). These lyrics connected with other African Americans who went through the same things, this lead the listeners to rebel against authorities of higher power and create stunning artwork of graffiti all over Compton therefore leading everyone to be socially aware of police brutality towards the black community. With these hard-hitting lyrics they would cause controversy towards the media as it was something relevant at the time but never been spoke of. Due to the explicit nature of the lyrics it created a sub-genre called “rap and politics”, where artist of African Decent would stand up from the government due to personal experiences. This would make artists such as ice cube (member of the N.W.A.) to create those lyrics which then would influence others of similar race to go against the government: To go against higher power the listeners would create artwork that would identify a problem using lyrics of hip hop and would further emphasise it with “gritty” illustrations. This would create a topic called “art crime” where graffiti was being socially aware of politics and would cause problems for the government. “I’m fascinated by rap and by hip hop. I think there’s a lot of anger, a lot of social energy in it. And I think that you’d better listen to it pretty carefully, cause it’s important.” (F Kerry, Broken-Culture, 2018)
Art was used as a method of communication as the words of a black man wasn’t taken seriously, so to showcase the world its problems individuals would create art pieces that would be placed on the walls of New York City. The rap group was known to be political due to each rappers personal lives, they would rap about what they went through and would perform live on stage to tell their struggle. Their fans would connect with them on an emotional level and would create banners and posters of their lyrics and would march on streets preaching their lyrics.[image: ]

People would create art pieces like this and would place small quotes of the rappers lines that would remind the audience of what the artist stood for. Due to its expressionism political rap became popular and many other rappers came out and said their piece. This made anyone listening to it powerful making them create art pieces that would create a statement on the world leaving a mark in society.Fig 2: NWA who got the camera

Graffiti can be used for positive message but can cause controversy due to what the content contains, artwork on the walls and subway tunnels are usually filled with light illustrations and messages of the youth. Graffiti is known to be close to Hip Hop but so is breakdancing a form of street dancing invented by the youth, they’d dance on Hip Hop beats and would showcase their dances on the street in front of walls that contained graffiti, this is done to give the overall aesthetic of the genre and breakdancing. Breakdancing is a dance style that evolved through the movement of Hip Hop and was originated by the youth of young African Americans in the late 1970’s. They would wear joggers and hoodie complimented by sneakers to give the overall aesthetic of the genre and would perform in subways or the streets of New York, this was done aside with a boom box that will play vintage Hip Hop.

















Chapter 2
Modern Rap
To date modern rap is the most listened to genre on the planet and it continues to grow as more artists are being heard through the power of social media. “Rap overtakes rock as the most popular genre among fans” (Ryan, 2018). The new artists are heavily inspired by the old and would carry on their legacy by creating tracks relating to hip hop themes such as “Money, sex, drugs and politics”. As those themes are still prominent in today’s society they are more commercially glorified through advertisement and social media as these topics are heavily profitable. Artists in today’s generation have it easier to make their music heard without the need of a record deal or radio play as it’s all done by using “social media” such as Youtube and Facebook. Social media has been a key figure in today’s generation of rappers as it’s easy to use and operate, with the help of websites such as “Soundcloud” and “Spotify” they can share their music to the world. “Social media is the new hip hop, the new rock and roll, the new equalizer, giving voice to the previously voiceless, the sound and thunder of social justice, the intimate forum for honest integration.” (Simmons, 2011). As rap music continues to evolve so does technology as in today’s generations buying a computer, a digital audio workstation and a microphone is what all you need to create your own music. Digital instruments can be downloaded online and can be used to create music helping individuals of creating their own sound and putting it out online. What differentiates old school to the new school of rap isn’t just about the instruments used or how its recorded, it’s how social media came to be. Thanks to the internet it gave birth to social media making music back then from now changed as the internet has been heavily used and developed to fit everyone’s needs such Facebook, health apps and more, the internet is heavily used by the public and can be access anywhere from your computer to your phone. The internet to most is also a form of entertainment as such social media outlets like Instagram and YouTube are used to put videos of artist’s music giving themselves an outlet to showcase their music to those who watch. 

Due to the changes of how music is portrayed compared to the past where street performances were the only way to get heard the topics and themes of hip hop hasn’t changed as there are more artist talking about racial inequality then ever and to help [image: ]promote it graphics are being used heavily to get it noticed around the country. Artists such as Kendrick lamar written a rap called “Blacker the berry” where he raps about police brutality and false imprisonment, lyrics such as “My hair is nappy, my d*ck is big, my nose is round and wide you hate me don’t you” (Lamar, 2015) indicates the racial stereotype the African Americans are portrayed and is used to promote his album as the song was the first single released teasing his project “To pimp a butterfly”. Fig 3: Kendrick Lamar 
“The blacker the berry”

The artwork to promote this is done by using a single cover of a black African American breast feeding her children with a huge black bar covering almost half the photo. The black bar is complimented with a small text that is hard to read saying “The blacker the berry” this is probably done to entice the viewer to read closer. The artwork for this is very simplistic as its very minimal, using only an image and small amount of text, this portrays the viewer a simplistic topic but when listening its far from it. The title itself “The blacker the berry” can be taken to any context from the listener as the song does contain lyrics of the title. 
Overall the sound of hip hop may have changed and getting successful is easier then it was before thanks to social media, the themes used in hip hop such as money, sex, drugs and politics are still relevant and graphics are still being used to push the message of what the artist stands for.  

Rap and Politics
The connection between rap and politics go way back to the 1990’s where an artist would write songs that goes against the government. Artists such as N.W.A a rap group known to be politically based would always be on the headlines due to their profound lyrics that discriminates higher authorities such as the police. This was done due to the lives the artists have lived in and to vent their frustrations they would put in on records to know the listener what they’ve been through. Even in present times rap is as political as[image: ] ever such as artists “YG” who would create a song called “F Donald Trump” due to his blatant racism towards black people. The song would be used to encourage listeners not to vote for Donald Trump for presidency, the artwork would complement the movement like banners and single covers. Such as one for his single “F Donald Trump” where they got a picture of Donald Trump from his campaign speeches and marked with an X over him signifying that he is not wanted. The song would contain lyrics like “F Donald Trump, yeah, F Donald Trump, I like white folks but I don’t like you, all the n*****s in the hood want to fight you” (YG, 2016) With these lyrics millions in America would join in and some would create artworks and banners that would showcase the hatred towards one person.[image: ] Fig 4: YG “FDT”

Artist such as Hanksy would get inspired by the anti-trump movement, and subsequent rap songs/albums, to create graffiti artworks that would be showcased in the streets of large industrial cities, artwork such as this one is called the “Dump Trump” and this was created due to the artist finding the president a “joke”. Artwork such as this one can complement the movement of what the rapper YG was promoting for in his song “F Donald Trump”, this would also showcase that hip hop is still relevant when coming to politics[image: ] and that the from YG is reaching millions that feel the same way. This inspired a new wave of graphics as people themselves would create their own to go against the candidate. A poster such as this was made by an individual who felt the same way that the rapper YG did and created artwork such as this to effect politics in any way. Doing so helped others to come out and voice their opinion on the president giving influence on lower class societies as most rappers today come from. The influence goes further then the music of hip hop as back in the golden age rappers would do the same and its no different to what the modern rappers doing now. Voicing their opinions and connecting with their fans through their music and visuals. Fig 5: Hanksy “Dump Trump”
Fig 6: Shitgibbon

Overall rap and politics have helped gather interest of artists mainly graffiti to create political illustrations that would be showcased throughout the streets making a statement for the world to see. This showcases how insightful hip hop is to modern politics and why it plays a huge part in the youth of the young generation. “The thing about hip hop today is it’s smart, it’s insightful. The way they can communicate a complex message in a very short ace is remarkable.” (Obama, Broken-Culture, 2018)

How Artists Would Promote
Promoting an artist isn’t nothing new as it is the driving force to ones success. As back then an artist would promote themselves independently by busking and handing out CD’s to potential listeners. But time passed so did the world as promoting an artist is easy thanks to technology being developed creating opportunities for any artist to get their music heard. In this day and age the internet is used for various things, such as looking into information of a topic to watching videos the possibilities are endless. 
In the present time graphics is still relevant and is used more to help promote the artists and the artists brands as it were used back then. The way graphic is used hasn’t changed much as the purpose of it is still the same but what has changed is the overall aesthetic due to new typefaces and technology allowing creators to design what they want. 
[image: ]
Advertisement is used to help promote artists such as Drake where he would use graphics that would be placed on billboards around Toronto helping his album “Scorpian” gain exposure. These billboards would be placed around the city making it seen by everyone who walks passed informing them about the artists new music. Doing so could increase record sales and streams in Spotify or Apple music, the graphics remain simplistic with just a black background complimented with big bold text of the songs name and lyrics, this is done to differentiate it from the building its on and to promote his single at the time called “Elevate”. Other artists would do the same and promote they’re music via billboards as it was the new thing to do for advertising their music, the graphics for their music would be sleek and modern adjusting to the times of the present day giving it an appeal to[image: ] today’s society. To further promote Drake would also tour the country representing his album “Scorpian” and would make posters showcasing the dates and place where the concert would take place. The poster would have the same colour scheme to ones of the billboards giving the same aesthetic that is recognisable to the public. He would also use merch as a way to get his tour attention by adding dates and places of tours in shirts and hoodies. The aesthetic would carry through using the dark black background and the same typeface that is used on the billboard. This will help drake promote not just his album but his tour as his fans would buy his merch and when worn drake himself would gain notoriety through advertisement from his fans. By doing this type of advertisement it’ll give a visual identity of the artist as his branding is all over his merch and billboards, the colour scheme and typeface are unique and only used by him therefore making people not just his fans recognise his aesthetic. Overall the way of promoting an artist have changed due to more technology being available and easy to use. This caused a rift on advertisement as artist can use applications such as Adobe to create posters, merch mock ups and album covers to help sell their visual identity to the public making them distinctive from the rest of their contemporaries. Fig 8: Drake Scorpion Merch
Fig 7: Drake Billboard


Graphics used in modern rap 
The graphics used in modern rap is as relatable to the music then music itself as the quote “Remix, everything’s a remix” is shown through various of artworks for rappers. Rapper’s such as Kanye West uses this saying to his advantage as he used a Japanese painting for his album cover with Kid Cudi called “Kids see ghosts”. The cover will be used but will be edited with kanye’s style to make his fans[image: ] recognise his work through his aesthetic style, doing so the fans can differentiate other graphics to his.
The painting was originally black and white and didn’t contain individual characters, Kanye took this graphic and made it his own by adding colour differentiating it from the original, the graphic designer also added characters to be placed in front of the painting and would use those images to direct the title of the album. The characters would be kids and ghosts resembling the title “Kids see ghosts”, this would help Kanye not just interests listeners but artists as well giving his artistic prowess being showcased throughout the album, doing so informs the listener he created the beats and lyrics to this album. The term “Remix, everything’s a remix” is applied here and is related to the music due to this day and age of rap that music is being sampled and used for beats, sampling is used heavily in modern rap and is used to homage to the artist they got it from. “Lines, colours and shapes aren’t new, so just like hip hop sample beats from every genre every design is inspired by something or someone else’s creation” (Linkedin, 2016)Fig 9: Kanye West and Kid
Cudi - Kids See Ghosts

Doing this helped it gather appeal to listeners and artists who are interested in not just the music but the art, this showcases graphics is still heavily needed for[image: ] music such as this as it is a way of gathering attention from not just people that love and listen to the genre but for those out of the realm of pop culture. 
Kanye isn’t shy when coming to graphics as his work is full of it, this is showcased in his album cover of “The life of Pablo”, this cover would contain typography and be repeated over and over giving it a unique aesthetic. The typeface would be big and bold and be remembered due to the repetition of the title, doing this could emphasise Kanye’s characteristics as he himself is known to be “weird” or “out of place”. Such as the title of “The life of Pablo” where Pablo is out of place compared to the repeated ones where they are all aligned. This made the album look “weird” in a good way as it wasn’t something that would annoy anyone when looked at. Doing this helped express Kanye in a graphical sense as most graphic[image: ] designers would think this way even if it was unintentional. He Would use this cover to inspire his tour where his type would be similar to his album cover making his poster look “weird” carrying the same aesthetic making it recognisable to his fans and people alike. Using the same aesthetic would give Kanye a visual identity that can be recognisable and memorable due to him being the only artist portraying typography like this. This type of graphics is only shown to be his “style” and is used heavily in the promotion of “The life of Pablo” like his album cover and tour, doing so made him memorable compared to his peers. Fig 10: Kanye West - The life of Pablo
Fig 11: Kanye West - The life of Pablo Tour Poster










Chapter 3
What has changed between the origins of Hip Hop and Modern Rap 
Between the “golden age” and modern hip hop the sound has evolved due technology being developed giving modern hip hop a lot of options and sounds that weren’t available at the time of the golden age of hip hop. As back then music was produced by natural sounds and was put In DJ decks and was showcased through private parties and the streets. But as times have changed buying recording equipment is cheap and easy to operate, the internet is also available to help independent artists showcase their music through streaming services. Musically the quality in modern rap is better due to technology but the themes of hip hop are still relevant in the genre as many modern rappers speak about police brutality and racial discrimination. And to visualise it to the public artists would use graphics as a way to help visualise their message giving more emphasise to the music then just listening. Aesthetically graphics for rap has changed as back then rappers would use graffiti based typefaces to further emphasise their “rough and rugged” style and would be used to represent hip hop in an aesthetic way. Modern rap uses graphics in a different manor as it is used to represent the artist not the genre where you had the golden age where everyone is using graffiti to represent themselves such as artist N.W.A and leak bros. But now the genre evolved you got artist using typefaces to differentiate themselves from their peers such as Kanye West and drake making them recognisable to the public. This is done by their choice of colours and typography and how its represented to the masses. 
This is done because sounding different wasn’t enough to make them stand out and to differentiate them was their album covers and merch, doing so will help their fans represent their identity leaving a mark in society.

Summary
In summary to what I’ve research I learned that hip hop influenced graphics and gave it a visual identity when it needed it the most to stand out from the other genres. It needed an identity that could portray and carry themes of drugs, money, sex and politics and be used to influence or persuade their listeners to support what they stand for. Visual identity was showcased throughout the golden age of hip hop where graffiti came and represented the genre to the world then being adapted to modern rap where it not just represented the genre, but the artist as well. As hip hop evolved so did graphics as now there is more options to represent an artist’s visual identity then just an album cover, it has expanded to advertisement, merch and touring helping modern artist sell their identity to public differentiating themselves from others. This made each artist become a “brand” giving themselves a strong visual identity making them have their own unique aesthetic that can be carried without the use of their music. 
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