Listening Guide 23.3

“King of Rock” 4 beats per measure

Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Section 1
Solo voice over bass drum and snare; voices shout on every beat (4 measures)


0:10
Section 2
Higher solo voice enters; guitar riff introduced with an intermittent drum beat (4 measures)


0:19
Section 3
Drum solo, 2, measures; distorted guitar solo over guitar riff with full drums, 8 measures (10 measures)


0:44
Section 4
Solo voices trade off 4 measures each; guitar growls and screams long notes, 2 measures (10 measures)

1:08
Section 5
Solo voices trade off more frequently, usually two beats apart, 6 measures; drum solo, 4 measures (10 measures)

1:32
Section 6
Voices, 4 measures; guitar riff, 4 measures (8 measures)

1:52
Section 7
Alternating voices, 4 measures; drum solo of bass drum and cymbal, 2 measures (6 measures)

2:06
Section 8
Voice with drums, 4 measures; voice with guitar riff, 4 measures (8 measures)

2:25
Section 9
Guitar solo (4 measures)

2:35
Section 10
Alternating voices over guitar riff (12 measures)

3:05
Section 11
Guitar solo over riff (4 measures)

3:15
Section 12
Voices, 6 measures; guitar solo over drum, 2 measures; solo over guitar riff, 2 measures (10 measures)

3:39
Section 13
Alternating voices (12 measures)

4:10
End
Analysis of “King of Rock” (King of Rock, CD format, Profile 1205) (remastered and reissued on Profile/Arista 16407)

Run-D.M.C. was a pioneering rap group that successfully fused rap with heavy metal riffs and distorted electric metal-style guitar. King of Rock was the group’s second highly successful album, paving the way for their mainstream crossover third album, Raising Hell, featuring their collaboration with metal band Aerosmith on a cover of the latter’s “Walk This Way.” The lyric of the song “King of Rock” features heavy band bragging in the tradition of first-generation rappers like Grandmaster Flash but with a tougher edge that paved the way for political rappers of the future.

“King of Rock” features a slow, grinding drum beat and a two-measure metal guitar riff. It has no traditional verse/chorus form or other clearly contrasting sections marked by a change of harmony or melody, but there is a consistent form of a sort. In general, a section of the song is defined by a rap of four to eight measures, followed by an instrumental response of some kind. Changes of sound and texture between sections are achieved in a number of ways. Sometimes only the drums are heard, guitar solos come in and out, sometimes over the basic riff melody and sometimes not. The voices sometimes appear in a solo presentation; at other times, the rap lyric is passed from one vocalist to another, then done together in rapid succession. One solo voice is high and light; the other is deeper and more robust.

Run-D.M.C. was a product of Def Jam Records, the next important hip hop label after Sugarhill. White co-owner Rick Rubin, a former punker, was out to have hip hop appeal to as many people as possible, including young whites. To that end Rubin signed an all-white rap group, the Beastie Boys. Beginning their career in New York as a punk act, the Beastie Boys kept the snotty attitude of punk in their hip hop and again proved how closely related hip hop and punk were aesthetically. Their 1986 Licensed to Ill album was the first hip hop record to top the Billboard charts, despite the controversy that they were cultural pirates and their stage antics were vulgar and testosterone-driven.

Def Jam’s next triumph was Public Enemy. Carrying the street-life topic of “The Message” several steps further, Public Enemy addressed police brutality, gang violence, drug addiction, and the ambivalence toward the black community by every institution, from public emergency services to record companies. Underneath Chuck D and Flavor Fav’s virtuoso raps were sampled funk groove loops, synthesizer hits, and grating shrieking noises. The macho attitude was definitely in place. Chuck D used as his musical sources anything his girlfriend hated; Def Jam cofounder Russell Simmons called it black punk rock. It all seemed to come together in the 1988 album It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back. Using a production team called the Bomb Squad, the music was dense and intense, used intricate technology, and was deeply funky. It was faster and more shrieking than the slow and low productions of earlier Def Jam productions. It was also perhaps the first album-oriented performance by a hip hop group, with each piece being unified thematically. It was the first real grown-up rap.

