
And it Don’t Stop: Hip Hop’s Place in the Evolving History of Folk 

Introduction: 

*Record player* 

*Scratchy sounds* 

*Grandmaster Flash at the Greensboro Folk Festival* “The Message” continues in the 

background… 

You just listened to Grandmaster Flash. He’s renowned for being the person who created the art 

of mixing and scratching records. What you heard is a massive crowd singing along to the words 

of one of his biggest hits “The Message.” It’s a song about struggle, disdain, and hope. 

Something that resonates with a lot people from many walks of life.  

But what’s more interesting is that this YouTube sound bit is from a live performance at the 

Greensboro Folk Festival in North Carolina. The festival, which was started by Sarah Knott, has 

been running since the 1930s. Sarah Knott is an important figure in the Folk Revival History 

because she was part of the grassroots wing of the New Deal era, often referred to as the Popular 

Front, which was responsible for defining the ideals behind the National Folk Festival. 

But we’ll return to Sarah Knott later, when we explore some of the history of the folk revival that 

underlay the birth of Hip Hop. 

*Continue “The Message” * 

You be might asking yourself why Grandmaster Flash is performing at a Folk Festival in the first 

place. Often times when people think of folk they picture a man with a banjo playing some sort 



of country-esque sounding music. But folk is more than just the sounds. It’s the people and 

everything they do and live for. 

Whether or not you know anything about folk history does not matter here. Don’t worry about 

the minutia of it all. 

What I’m aiming to do is address the misconception that folk is just a genre of music. 

Folklore and folklorists tell us that folk is a way of dressing, a lifestyle, a culture… 

So why did such an important counterculture such as Hip Hop not earn its rightful place as folk? 

Who decided it was time for the history of the folk revival to stop? 

*Scratchy sound* 

*” The Message” stops* 

*Grandmaster Flash and the 4 MCs “And we don’t stop” * Continues playing in the 

background… 

In the 1970s a soft-spoken sculptor by the name of Henry Chalfant became enthralled with the 

intricate and beautiful art displayed all over the subway cars of New York City. (Chang 142) It 

was mesmerizing, it was new, it was unique. It was graffiti.  

*Sound of spray can* 

The art wasn’t the only thing that called out to him, it was the people behind it all, all the kids 

that self-identified as “bombers” and “graffiti artists.” Why were they risking their lives to paint 

some train cars? 



Let’s listen to a clip of Henry Chalfant discussing graffiti in New York and its importance to him 

and the youth involved. 

*interview of Chalfant* 

The kids of the Bronx, New York, were rebellious and represented a youth counterculture that 

was ripe with authenticity and liberation (Chang 141). They were expressing themselves with 

spray paint. They were “bombing” their names so that they could become “kings” of the city. 

These kids were at the ground floor of an emerging counterculture in New York City.  And 

Chalfant wanted to capture it all. 

His work was similar to that of the folklorists of the 1960s, who sought to capture and articulate 

an emerging culture of folk. 

Let’s take a minute to get an understanding of the who, what, when, and whys of folklorists. 

*Scratchy sound* 

* “And we don’t stop” stops* 

* “Big Rock County Mountain” * 

Folklorists were scholars such as Francis James Child and collectors like the Lomaxes. Child 

was a professor at Harvard and was interested in documenting and collecting old ballads. His 

work made major contributions to the study of English language folk music. 

The collectors John and Alan Lomax, spent their lives using recording technology of the 20th 

century to capture the songs of the people in the Mississippi Delta, Appalachian Mountains, 

Spain, and anywhere else that folk may lie. Their work helped bring distant sounds to the wider 

public. 



These are only a few examples of folklorists, but their work is very telling of folklorists overall. 

The 1960s was the peak of the folk revival and anyone that cared was trying to get their hands on 

a piece of the history. 

*Scratchy sound* 

*Song Stops* 

*Spray paint* 

What the folklorists were doing in the 1960s is precisely what Chalfant was doing in New York, 

except the folklorists of the 60s were concerned with an auditory medium while Chalfant focused 

on a visual one. Interestingly, he was not a photographer by trade. He studied Greek history at 

Stanford University (Chang) and worked as a sculpture for some years. But graffiti fueled his 

desire to photograph and document it. 

He was capturing the rich stories of every bomber and graffiti artist that was in the city. 

*” The Message” * 

*Clip of Bronx youth discussing bombing* 

*Continue “The Message” in the background* 

What you just heard is a young Bronx graffiti bomber that goes by the name of Skeme. 

It comes from a documentary called Style Wars, which outlines the emerging Hip Hop 

counterculture of the Bronx in the late 1970s. The movie is captivating and very moving, 

because it provides insight into the lives of graffiti artists, b-boys, and rappers that were looking 

for ways to express themselves. 



The movie was co-produced by Chalfant, which should be no surprise because of his journey 

into graffiti, which was tied to a greater culture of Hip Hop. 

Hip hop marked a significant shift in the 1970s. It followed the FBIs suppression of radical black 

groups in the 1960s.  

So then, rather than taking political action, a new generation expressed itself through DJing, 

MCing, breakdancing and graffiti, the ‘four elements’ of hip hop. 

Folk is categorized very similarly. With the 1960s being the aftermath of a post-war era where 

white middle-class college students took political action and had champions like Pete Seeger and 

Woody Gunthrie to lead the cause.  

Hip Hop also had its champions. They were idols molded by the Bronx in the 1970s and 

pioneered the birth of Hip Hop. 

I believe that focusing on these idols of the Hip Hop culture, would be beneficial to getting an 

understanding of how Hip Hop came to fruition and why it deserves a place in the history of 

folk. 

*scratchy sound* 

* “The Message” ends* 

*DJ Kool Herc “B-boy” * Continue playing in the background… 

DJ Kool Herc. The father of hip hop. He thought so. Every other youth from the 1970s though 

so. And Jeff Chang thinks so as well. 

In his award-winning book, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation, Jeff 

Chang locates the foundations of hip hop in the social policies of ‘urban renewal’ pioneered by 



Robert Moses and the ‘benign neglect’ of Nixon’s administration. He even mentions the work 

done by Henry Chalfant and his contributions to the study of graffiti. 

In his book, Chang discusses the block parties of the Bronx in the late 1970s where Hip Hop was 

“born.” He claims that without DJ Kool Herc’s “back to school jam” in the recreation room of 

his apartment block at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue in the west Bronx, there would be no hip hop. 

This party marked the start of a DJing culture that many followed. Such as Gandmaster Flash, 

who, as I already mentioned, stole the show at the 2016 Greensboro Folk Festival. 

Herc was an idol not only for other aspiring Djs, but for anyone in the Hip Hop scene. Listen to 

the words in his song… 

*DJ Kool Herc “B-boy” * 

DJ Kool Herc addresses the b-boys and b-girls directly. Alluding to the close relationship 

between the four elements of hip hop. 

Chang believes that idols such as DJ Kool Herc solidifies the beliefs of a culture. He states: 

“Every culture needs a creation myth.” 

So, if Hip hop is recognized as a culture why was it not considered a part of the continuing 

history of folk? 

*Scratchy sound* 

*Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five “Superrappin” * Continue playing in the 

background… 



The work done by Chalfant and Chang emphasize the importance in documenting and 

recognizing Hip Hop as a significant moment in history. 

I believe that its moment in history belongs on the timeline of folk history. Especially because 

folk history does not stop unfolding. 

Benjamin Filene contextualizes this idea well. 

In his book, Romancing the Folk: Public memory and American Roots, he discusses how musical 

traditions are defined according to social, political, and cultural factors. 

He states that folk traditions are treated as fossils and artifacts instead of “vibrant elements of 

contemporary societies.”  

Essentially, he questions the evolutionists that contested folk existed in the past and to 

experience it now is to experience something that has died out. 

But Filene disagrees. He believes that folk, and its history, is a living and breathing part of 

history. To call the history of the folk revival a “revival” is to assume that it died. But that is not 

the case. 

Folk merely evolved over the years into new sounds, to address new concerns, and to please new 

audiences. Folk never died. 

*Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five “Superrappin” * 

Therefore, Hip hop should be considered a continuation of folk music’s history. 

Hip hop has its own idols, its own vernacular, its own sound, its own people. It was born out of 

self-expression and the need to connect to something bigger than yourself. It was political. It was 

personal. It was rebellious. It went against the dominant culture of society. 



I hope that next time you listen to Beyonce or The Weekend you’ll realize that their history in 

Hip Hop is a history in Folk Music. 
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