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T H E  G R A P H I C  

H I S T O R YH I S T O R Y  
O F  H I P  H O P  

The Graphic History of Hip Hop is a unique educational resource 
that analyzes one of the most important cultural revolutions in 
the context of urban and world history. Hip Hop provided several 
ways to reimagine human life and community through graffiti, 
breakdancing, DJing, emceeing, and beatboxing—what some 
call the five elements. It is one of the greatest roses to ever 
grow from concrete. From the minds of youth on the margins 
of American society, Hip Hop grew to transform every aspect of 
culture on a global scale. 

This graphic history provides a first step in understanding the 
miracle of countless dreams affirmed. 

It’s time to step up to the mic and prepare yourself to be 
transported into the history of… Hip Hop! 

Note that this comic refers to acts of violence and examples of systemic racism. 
Please use discretion when incorporating this resource into instruction. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

A NOTE ON COMIC
 
CREATION AND CONTENT
 

by Walter D. Greason 

This comic is built on a parallel structure—a social history of New York City and the 

lyrics that Hip Hop artists themselves produced since 1973. The social history that 

is the foundation of this script incorporates sixty years of research from hundreds of 

professional historians and other scholars from the humanities and social sciences. 

The fundamental skeleton of the writing, however, comes from the poetry written 

during the Hip Hop revolution. The lyrics are emphasized visually in this comic, but 

also conceptually provide the emotional context for the entire narrative. 

The Graphic History of Hip Hop #1 is designed to inspire students and teachers to 

listen to the full songs that represented the ways that Hip Hop evolved in relationship 

with the world around it. The parallel structure of this comic is brought to life by artist 

Tim Fielder. 

Tim Fielder’s gifts as an artist and designer are unparalleled—he holistically maximizes 

the intellectual and emotional impact of the standard design with extensive variations 

in the presentation of historical and lyrical text. 

His hands have defined the connections between Hip Hop and Afrofuturism over the 

last forty years. Comics blend the narrative and insight provided by a writer with the 

vision and craft of a visual artist. As readers engage with the pictures and words, 

a rhythm takes root in their mind. The best comics provide a quick laugh and new 

insights. The Graphic History of Hip Hop #1 challenges readers to experience half 

a century of social change—and then immerse themselves in the sights, sounds, 

smells, and emotions of New York City. 

To develop the comic, Tim immersed himself in the script and began sketching based 

on suggestions I made. His initial sketches led to a comic book breakdown or visual 

outline. From the breakdown, Tim built a final product. Throughout the process, Tim 

collected and referred to HUNDREDS of elements of photo or visual references to 

embed authenticity into the art on each page. For an illustration of this process, see 

page 31 of this comic book. This collaborative process between us has produced The 
Graphic History of Hip Hop #1, which you now hold in your hands.  



















































 

  

 

   

A SHORT HISTORY OF HIP HOP
 
by Walter D. Greason 

Signifying is one of the core aspects of the African American experience in the 
United States. It is a subtle performance of personal irony that satirizes the 
conditions of daily life in a society that claims to be free, while attempting to 
dominate every moment of a Black person’s existence. For Black men in New York 
City after 1968, the joy of liberation combined with socioeconomic realities— 
poverty, joblessness, drug abuse, and street violence. Hip Hop was born in this 
moment of fragile possibility when the rules of anti-Black racism were changing. 
Rhyming is a key element of signifying. To talk that talk and walk that walk, the 
language had to be as sharp as the fashion. From foundations with James Brown 
and Muhammad Ali, the sonic force of Hip Hop transformed emceeing, DJing, 
breaking, graffiti, and beatboxing into a culture that the world had never seen. 

In the outer boroughs of New York City—The Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten 
Island—young people who faced harsh realities on the streets came together to 
form cyphers on the corners to pass the time. Then, in the evenings, they would 
gather in parks and throw block parties where DJs would spin the most recent 
records for dancing, socializing, and rapping. Few politicians or public leaders 
acknowledged these growing trends, but there was an urgency to these youth 
voices. Growing from the expressions of the Black Panther Party and the Young 
Lords, rappers were insistent about describing the joys and hardships they 
shared. Most notably, schools constantly tried to silence and discipline these 
young voices. As a result, they felt that all they had was each other. With DJ Kool 
Herc and emcees like Kurtis Blow leading the way, Hip Hop was born. The beats 
were bold and hard. The stories showed the world that this art form could not 
be denied. When Run-DMC broke through the segregated barriers of the music 
industry, it was the first sign that a new form of Black genius was on the rise. 

Run-DMC built the stage, but the next generation provided the enduring 
aesthetic. LL Cool J, Big Daddy Kane, Salt-N-Pepa, and Rakim established a 
style of dress and public presence that commanded respect. Even the politics 
of these cities transformed as artists like Public Enemy, NWA, A Tribe Called 
Quest, and Boogie Down Productions emphasized the power of their rhetoric 
to re-energize youth involvement in the Black Freedom Struggle. With this 
cultural power surging, the music industry took notice. Performers like Nas, 
the Notorious B.I.G., Busta Rhymes, Tupac Shakur, Snoop Dogg, JAY-Z, and the 
Wu-Tang Clan became the headliners at the peak of the commercial breakthrough, 



 

 

 

 

generating thousands of imitators. Meanwhile, the art form continued to refine 
itself with groups like Outkast, the Fugees (featuring Lauryn Hill), the Roots, and 
the assorted talents of Rawkus Records (Mos Def, Talib Kweli, Pharoahe Monch). 
This commercial turn generated remarkable profits, and ultimately led to the 
dilution of the art in favor of straight profits. 

As an industry, Hip Hop lost its connection to graffiti and breakdancing. 
Fashion spun off into its own sub-genres. Lyricism became a supplement, not 
a requirement. The ascendance of Kanye West and Eminem marked a transition 
that the street cyphers no longer determined the credibility and authenticity of 
the artform. Hip Hop went global and served as a force for liberation in countless 
communities. However, the cost at its roots was profound. Gentrification and 
displacement expanded rapidly, even in communities like Harlem and Brooklyn. 
The success of the movement followed the model that had been established with 
Jackie Robinson and Negro League Baseball. The on-field talent could cross over 
into white-owned, industrial networks and achieve massive financial success. 
The staffing and foundations, like the Negro League owners, vendors, and ushers, 
would be left behind—not invited to the table that they helped to build. 

In this way, Hip Hop is the most successful platform to bring Black people, 
marginalized and oppressed, into global leadership in the last five centuries. 
At the same time, it has failed in a core mission to increase the social and economic 
opportunities for the masses of Black people in the United States and around the 
world. As nearly every artist and contributor would readily admit, the struggle 
continues. 

This essay originally appeared in Passport to Social Studies, Grade 11, Unit 7 
(New York City: New York City Department of Education, 2022). 



  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

    

  

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

NOTES
 
Books 
The following books were referred to by the creators during the production of this comic. Please 
use them to continue to investigate the history of Hip Hop and the social, political, and economic 
contexts that gave rise to it. 

Elijah Anderson, Code of the Streets: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City (1999). 


Reynaldo Anderson,  Afrofuturism 2.0:  The Rise of Astro-Blackness (2017).
 

Dawud Anyabwile, Jason Sims, and Guy Sims, Brotherman Dictator of Discipline (1990).
 

Houston A. Baker, Black Studies, Rap, and the Academy (1987).
 

Kyle Baker and KRS-One, Break the Chain (1994).
 

Derrick Bell,  Faces at the Bottom of the Well:  The Permanence of Racism (1992).
 

Pedro Bell, Overton Loyd, Atomic Slop, album art, Funkadelic (1973).
 

Herb Boyd,  Autobiography of a People:  Three Centuries of African American History Told by
  
Those Who Lived It (2000). 

Jeff Chang, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation (2005). 

Marcia Chatelain, Franchise: The Golden Arches in Black America (2020). 

Dalton Conley, Being Black, Living in the Red: Race, Wealth, and Social Policy in America (1999). 

Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 
Empowerment (1990). 

Johanna Fernández, The Young Lords: A Radical History (New York: NYU Press, 2020). 

Tim Fielder, “Dr Dre: Man With A Cold Cold Heart” (1995). 

Murray Foreman and Mark Anthony Neal, eds., That’s the Joint: The Hip-Hop Studies Reader (2011). 

Walter Greason and Danian Jerry, eds., Illmatic Consequences: The Clapback to Opponents of 
‘Critical Race Theory’ (2023). 

Walter Greason, Suburban Erasure: How the Suburbs Ended the Civil Rights Movement in New 
Jersey (2013). 

Elizabeth Hinton, America on Fire: The Untold History of Police Violence and Black Rebellion Since 
the 1960s (2021). 

Floyd Hughes, Snoop Dogg (1995). 

Robin D.G. Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (1994). 

Kenneth Kusmer, Down and Out, On the Road: The Homeless in American History (2001). 

Eric Orr, Rappin Max Robot (1986). 

Nell Irvin Painter, The History of White People (2010). 

Imani Perry, Prophets of the Hood: Politics and Poetics in Hip Hop (2004). 

Manning Marable,  How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America: Problems in Race, Political 
Economy, and Society (1984). 

Robyn Rodriguez, In Lady Liberty’s Shadow: The Politics of Race and Immigration in New Jersey 
(2017). 

Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (1994). 

Keeanga Yamahtta Taylor, Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined 
Black Homeownership (2019). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  


Lyrics and Quotes 
The lyrics or quotes found in the pages of the comic are noted below in the order they appear. 
 
Page numbers are provided next to the artist, song title, and publication date. 


Page 3: Gil Scott-Heron, “Interview” The Guardian, 2010.
 

Page 4: James Brown,  “The Payback,” 1973.
 

Page 6: Stevie Wonder,  “Superstition,” 1972. 


Page 7: Eric B. & Rakim,  “Know The Ledge,” 1991.
 

Page 8: Malcolm X, “Message to the Grassroots,” 1963. 


Page 9: Lady B,  “To The Beat Y’all,” 1979. 


Page 10: Kurtis Blow, “The Breaks,” 1980. 


Page 11: Grandmaster Flash & The Furious Five,  “The Message,” 1982; UTFO,  “Roxanne, Roxanne,” 1983. 


Page 12: DJ Red Alert, Mix, “Planet Rock” and “Looking for the Perfect Beat.”   


Page 13:  Arrested Development,  “Tennessee,” 1992; A Tribe Called Quest,  “We Can Get Down,” 1993.
 

Page 14: Run-DMC, “King of Rock,” 1985. 


Page 15: Boogie Down Productions,  “Poetry,” 1987. 


Page 16:  Salt-N-Pepa, “Expression,” 1989. 


Page 17: Big Daddy Kane,  “Warm it Up, Kane,” 1989; Eric B & Rakim,  “Follow the Leader,” 1988.
 

Page 19: Public Enemy, “Black Steel in the Hour of Chaos,” 1988. 


Page 21: Black Sheep,  “The Choice is Yours,” 1991; Black Star,  “Respiration,” 1998. 


Page 23: Gang Starr, “Code of the Streets,” 1994. 


Page 24: Outkast,  “So Fresh, So Clean,” 2000. 


Page 25: Outkast, “B.O.B.,” 2000.
 

The QR code links to a playlist of these tracks.
Please use discretion when incorporating these songs and lyrics 
into instruction. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/rockandpopfeatures/7257536/Gil-Scott-Heron-interview.html#:~:text=%E2%80%9COf%20course!%20Music%20has%20the,to%20who%20I%20really%20am.%E2%80%9D
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/speeches-african-american-history/1963-malcolm-x-message-grassroots/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLatVP29hm_7EVpMO-0SU8Decq1W2w3-q8


  
 

 
 

  
 

 

  
 

 

 

  
 

 

 

COMIC PROCESS
 
This page illustrates Tim Fielder and Walter Greason’s creation process for page two of The Graphic 
History of Hip Hop—starting with the script, then layout, inks, and the final published page. 

Page TWO: Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island, Harlem (1970) 

Panel 1. 
Cityscape, Bronx, at night. (vertical, top 3rd) 
Narration: “The Bronx” 

Panel 2. 
Cityscape, Brooklyn, day. (vertical, top 3rd) 
Narration: “Brooklyn” 

Panel 3. 
Cityscape, Queens, night. (vertical, top 3rd) 
Narration: “Queens” 

Panel 4. 
Cityscape, Staten Island, day. (vertical, top 3rd) 
Narration: “Staten Island” 

Panel 5. 
Cityscape, Harlem, night. (vertical, top 3rd) 
Narration: “Harlem, Manhattan” 

Panel 6. 
James Brown, singing. (horizontal, middle third) 

Name plate: James Brown 
Lyric/Quote: “The Big Payback! 

I got to deal with you...!” 

Narration: Hip Hop got some of its heart and
 style from folks like James Brown and Parliament 
Funkadelic… 

Panel 7. 
In two halves. a) Ku Klux Klan marching;
 b) White businessmen/politicians meeting. 

(horizontal, bottom third) 

Narration: ...but at the same time that Brown was 
performing at the Apollo Theater, members of 
White Citizens’ Councils were becoming influential 
leaders within the conservative movement. 
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