English 2027 Poetry: Poetic Foundations of Hip-hop

Instructor: 
Susan Weinstein

Time/Place: 
9 a.m. – 12:30 p.m., 102 Allen

Email: 

sweinst@lsu.edu

Office: 
Allen 43A

Overview:

This course will examine major movements in African American poetry in order to develop an understanding of the poetic traditions from which the music of hip-hop developed its particular lyrical preoccupations. We will discuss the roles that physical and vocal performance played for some of the artists in these movements. We will also examine the lyrics of artists considered to be examplars of the form within hip-hop, for example Melle Mel, Rakim, and Nas, with an eye to mapping their styles and subject matter onto earlier poetry movements.

Required Texts:

The Norton Anthology of African American Literature, Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay
Book of Rhymes: The Poetics of Hip-hop by Adam Bradley
Coursework:

Class participation (10%). This includes full participation in all class meetings.

Daily journals (10%). Written reflections on material covered in class.

Collaborative report (15%). A 5 minute presentation on a poet, movement, style, or form related to course content.

Close reading (15%). A 2-page explication of a poem.

Midterm Exam (25%). Short answers + one essay response.

Final Exam (25%). Short answers + one essay response.

Tentative course schedule:

Day 1: 
A brief history of hip hop. Group examination of model texts (each group gets 3 texts – some lyrics, some poetry – and compares and contrasts them in terms of theme and style. They report back to the whole group and we develop a class list of characteristics we’ll explore throughout the course. I explain that we’ll basically spend the rest of the course developing the background knowledge for them to be able to do what they just did on day 1 with greater depth, insight, and precision. Also talk about the fact that we’ll be looking at poems and lyrics as both aesthetic and social phenomena, which is why we’ll discuss both the literary and stylistic elements of a poem/lyric and the social/cultural/historical context in which it was produced). Defining poetry.

Day 2: Rap as poetry– identifying literary elements (rhythm, rhyme, imagery, alliteration, metaphor) in 
rap lyrics. Students bring lyrics to analyze. Read “Rap Poetry 101” in Bradley, pp. xi – xxiii 
for today.
Day 3: The Harlem Renaissance – the poet’s role in constructing a literary Black identity. Read 
“Introduction” in Oxford Anthology, pp. xix – xxix for today.
Day 4: The Beats, poetic protest, and the white, male gaze on Black culture. Read “A Brief Guide to the 
Beat Poets” on http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/5646 (link on Moodle).
Day 5: 
Black Arts Movement - relationships among performance, music, and poetic texts. Read “Historical Overview of the Black Arts Movement” by Kaluma ya Salaam on The Black Arts Movement webpage (http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/blackarts/blackarts.htm) for today. Link on Moodle.
Day 6: 
Midterm exam (covering rap poetics, Harlem Renaissance, Beats, Black Arts Movement).


Spoken word – Gil Scott Heron, Last Poets, etc.


Popular music and poetry – folk, Blues, jazz, soul, rap.

Day 7: 
Rap as social commentary – Grandmaster Flash’s “The Message,” Public Enemy, KRS-ONE. 
View video clips. 
Day 8: 
Inheritance – connecting rappers to poetic predecessors. 
Collaborative report research. Read selections from Bradley for today (“Storytelling” pp. 157-174).
Day 9: 
Collaborative report presentations.
Day 10: Review. Close reading assignment due.
Day 11: Final exam.
