CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

The Shady World of Eminem

The rapper Eminem was named Marshall Mathers when he was born in St. Joseph, Missouri, in 1972.  He grew up poor and hard, shuttling between his hometown and Detroit.  He began performing raps at the age of 14, but it wasn’t until 10 years later that he released his first record with a small independent label.  That got him into the 1997 Rap Olympics in Los Angeles, where he took second place.  From there he became the protégé of Dr. Dre, a legendary rapper who was once a member of the seminal group NWA.

Eminem’s first album with Dre, The Slim Shady LP, went triple platinum and included the massive hit single “My Name Is.”  His second album, The Marshall Mathers LP, was one of the fastest-selling rap albums of all time, selling close to 2 million copies in its first week of release.  His third, The Eminem Show, was the world’s number-one selling album in 2002.

He was no less successful in his other endeavors.  His movie 8 Mile (2002) made more than $54 million in its opening weekend, the biggest debut ever for a first-time leading actor.  He won an Oscar for his song “Lose Yourself” from that film.   He has won several Grammys, and he`s established his own music label, Shady Records, which has a hit artist with 50 Cent.  He`s got his own clothing line, also called Shady. 


And he has done all this while being one of the most controversial celebrities, ever.  His lyrics, for example, are violent and offensive.  In one rap, he fantasizes about raping his mom and murdering his wife.  He has deeply offended the gay community, with lyrics like, "My words are like a dagger with a jagged edge/That'll stab you in the head/Whether you're a fag or les."


He is famous for taking his grudges out in his raps, and has been sued for slander several times, including, most famously, by his mother.   In his raps he has accused Christina Aguilera of sexual promiscuity, and asked if Britney Spears is "retarded."


Eminem is also controversial for general bad behavior, having been arrested several times for club brawls.  But perhaps what is most controversial about this successful rapper is his race.  In the hip-hop world, where inner-city authenticity is everything, a white rapper is an anomaly.  To those for whom rap is an African-American art, Eminem’s success with the genre is a form of cultural theft.  Eminem seems to acknowledge this in a rap: "Let's do the math,” he chants, “If I was black I wouldn't have sold half."

