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HipHop, Photography & Theory. 

This essay aims to breakdown the recognition and importance of self expression through the culture 
known as HipHop. I will focus on trying to create a link between my own photographic work and 
certain ideas that drive it by the end. I will speculate how my work is relevant in the contexts of 
HipHop, straight documentary photography and videography. Firstly I will start off with some 
prehistoric and historic context to bring forward the much older patterns of the human experience, 
in which I feel are our primal expressions. I will try and explain the elements of HipHop and the 
fact it is drawing upon these fundamental behaviours and these are embodied through the 9 
‘elements’ of the culture. I will conclude with my perspective, through my photographic work and 
articulate others work which is closely linked. 

In El Castillo cave, Spain, there are prehistoric drawings that date back “40,800 
years” (Than, 2020) and these are known as some of the oldest graffiti drawings on the planet, self 
expression on a wall created with chewed up rock as pigment in which Neanderthals would spit and 
blow colour onto the wall around their hands, leaving their prints as well as depictions of animals 
usually in a deep red colour. This time is well before modern civilisation thus revealing the 
prehistoric patterns of the humans method to express self and to depict a part of reality, to say ‘We 
were here’, like a waving hand or in this case a group of hands coming alive through the walls like a 
moving image or a distant memory. These self portraits have withstood the test of time and they can 
now be studied from all angles. 

 

This essay aims to use this introductory context as a grounding for certain ideas discussed, this is 
not the place to explain all of history up until now. But what these drawings do assist me with is to 
explain in a very abstract way, the need and the desire to communicate outwardly to others and to 
express rhythm when the human mind was relatively young. Fig.2 reveals a cross of dots, that 
represent some sort of order, some sort of rhythm or pattern, like the beat of ones heart or a 
repetitive sound, the interesting thing is that these patterns and drawings are not only found at this 
location but all over the world.

Now lets jump to modern civilisation, it is so much more complex orienting yourself in the world. 
The planet has been transformed over and over to which we have lost a lot of history, mostly to 
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famine, greed and war. Everything has come a long way, the fight for freedom of man and woman 
has always been a reality for people across civilisation. But in the past 60 years we have become a 
deeply connected world technologically. There is freedom more than ever, there is peace across 
most of the planet and the freedom of the individual is the general focus, but in this age of 
technology it is important to hold onto our human skills, as we transition through these 
technological leaps we are very rapidly changing the ways we do everything. “HipHop is all about 
embracing human skill.” (KRS-One: Why Hip Hop is Important // SiriusXM // Backspin, 2014) I 
will focus on articulating the meaning of the new culture that came about after the Civil Rights 
Movement in the United States of America at the beginning of the 1980’s that can now be 
recognised on every urban environment on the planet. 

In the USA in the early 1980’s there was a lot of political turmoil, the last embers of the Civil 
Rights Movement were still burning and this was a time where thought needed to be ordered. DJ 
Kool Herk (Clive Campbell) was one of many to start mixing old music and sounds into a 
continuous beat using two turntables in a public venue. This is just one of nine elements we assign 
to HipHop culture. As stated by ‘HipHop Scholar’ KRS-ONE in his 2003 song ‘9 Elements’ (ONE, 
2003). “There are 9 elements in total that make up HipHop. Breakdancing. MC’ing/ Rapping. 
Graffiti’ing. Dj’ing. Beatboxing. Street fashion. Street language. Street knowledge. Street 
entrepreneurialism.” (KRS-ONE interview 2013, 2013) These fundamental elements express the 
skills of the human being. 

HipHop seems to have been 
created from the momentum of 
the civil rights movement built-up 
in the 1950’s and 1960’s. The 
truthful freedom of man and 
woman has always been a 
movement of constant fight for 
every generation across history. 
To lead culture, to lead the family 
into better times. In 1981, New 
York City. ‘Afrika Bambaataa’ 
who is now known as one of 
many authors for HipHop’s 
existence, including DJ 
Grandmaster Flash and the 
Furious Five. Bambaataa is the first one to announce publicly for everyone to come together under a 
banner called “HipHop”. The meetings he held were known to be “Revolutionary” because the 
crowds were, “white, black, Asian, Indian, everyone was there,” (KRS-ONE interview 2013) and 
everyone was immensely interested in the knowledge.  Pictured above is Leonard Freed’s 
photograph ‘This Is The Day: The March On Washington’, taken in 1983, for me this encapsulates 
the beginning of HipHop. 

In 1984 Bambaataa released a record with James Brown called ‘Peace, Unity, Love and having fun.’ 
Peace, unity, love and having fun became the principles of HipHop. Africa Bambaataa said, all of 
this race, colour language is all non-sense and, it’s media hype, we need to come together on the 
fact we are all human beings, Bambaataa would teach Bhudism, Christianity and Islam, all at the 
same time. During this time there are photographers who are embedded all throughout culture, 
capturing these stories and not to mention some of this work has been created with album art work, 
promotional work and publication in mind for these stories to be publicised globally. It is important 
to take note that my focus is now on the people behind the cameras, their ways of working, 
communicating to their subjects and how they expressed themselves as artists too. Marther Cooper, 
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Jamel Shabaz, David Corio, to name a few, captured these prominent figures very well from the US 
to the UK. 
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By now HipHop is changing the world 
through its ‘conscious rap’ heard and seen 
on media platforms big and small. I feel 
the language used during the 80’s and 
early 90’s represented the mood of the 
general public, HipHop MC’s responded 
directly to power, legalities, moralities, 
political speeches and everyday life. They 
are people from the neighbourhoods who 
have the will to stand and speak their mind 
and to be respected for it. But what also 
represents the messages of these speakers 
and performers are the photographs and 
the videography that consequently create a 
symbiotic relationship to enhance the 
spread of meaning. It’s not only the music 
that is embedded in culture, but equally it 
is the visual representation around it that is 
embedded also, photographs of Biggie 
Smalls, Tu Pac, KRS-One and Will Smith 
etc are now seen on t-shirts, books, 
graffiti, coffee mugs, everywhere. During 
the time photographers would still print 
their work physically, contact sheets and 
individual prints were documented and 
archived by many people. Contact sheets 
are particularly interesting because it 

reveals to me, firstly, the attention of the photographer at the time the photographs were being taken 
by seeing the frames before and after, I can piece together moments and see reality more clearly. 
Secondly a lot of contact sheets reveal the photographers edits, these are important because they 
sometimes give us additional notes or information about the people and events, but ultimately they 
reveal as much as possible visually, it’s like watching the story unfold frame by frame. Below is a 
photograph by Jorge Peniche of Kendrick Lamar who is soon to be Pulitzer Prize-winner, pictured 
here, ’figuring it out’. 
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Now that the HipHop culture was well established in the US and thousands of people could see the 
importance of knowledge whilst we transition into more complex systems of control and order, 
deprived people had something to pay attention to, they had opportunities to express their voice, 
their dance, their art works, their minds. This is when globally it was getting recognised, the UK 
started to see releases from major labels and prominent people which started to shed light into the 
movement. In 1986. ‘London Posse’ released their first album on vinyl then… Sir Drew - 1987 
Hijak - 1988. Double Trouble - 1989. Jonie D - 1990. Gunshot - 1991. Def Defiance - 1992. MCM. 
Caveman - 1993. Skeleton - 1994. Shy Fx - 1995. Skitz & Roots Manuva - 1996. London Allstars - 
1997 and so on. 

In 1998 on 17 East, 126th street, between Madison and First Avenue in Harlem, photographer and 
film producer Gordon Parks was commissioned to create a photograph which had 177 HipHop 
MC’s in. “This photograph pays tribute to the August 1958 image “A Great Day in Harlem.” Which 
showed 58 jazz artists, taken by Art Kane, shot in the same location for the January ’59 issue of 
Esquire magazine.”  (Page 194. Vikki Tobak. Contact High.)  There was competition between Vibe, 
XXL and Source magazine, to publish Gordon Parks “Class” photo which was finally published on 
XXL. Editors from other publishers called artists to show up and not to show up for the shoot. The 
whole event gave opportunity for networking and there was plenty of numbers being exchanged and 
people asking to work with them etc etc. Many people said it was the ‘Greatest Day in HipHop’ - 
(Hip-Hop’s Great Day: Gordon Parks and a Legacy of Photographic Inspiration, 2019)
“Traditional live shots can feel dated quickly. The challenge is to find a unique moment that will 
endure.” - Gordon Parks. 

This event broke the boundaries of West and East rivalry that seemed to define the demographic and 
unified the culture. To me this whole event throws inspiration towards me, firstly from the 
photographers and publishers point fo view, to order this and to bring together all of these very well 



S1605690 AD7802 Assignment 002 Ryan Free
respected people into one frame, the lighting is perfect, and its such a busy image you can hear it all 
going on.
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The next five photographs are my own.

I was so inspired by the context of ‘A Great Day in HipHop’, that I arranged a shoot with as many 
‘HipHopers’ as I knew. Gordon Parks was inspired by the 1957 Jazz photograph to create his 
famous 1998 image, ‘A Great Day.’ For me this photograph encapsulates the height of my project, 
working with around 40 music producers, MC’s, graffiti artists and breakdancers to create a photo 
book which documents the music scene in Cheltenham, this day was all about networking with 
people who have never met but also to have a good day out at the park. 

I have been photographing HipHop artist ‘Grove’ for some years, she has used many images of 
mine one of which she used for her first album art work. Below is the cover for her first self 
published album,“Raggo, Vol 1.”  The image has been manipulated by herself, she has added her 
own drawings and ideas to my work which is what I love about this connection, there is new ways I 
am seeing my work to be presented, collaborations open up so many possibilities for work to evolve 
beyond its intended purposes. 
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The photograph below of breakdancer Victor Jay is a very important one. This event was a free 
breakdance and Dj workshop held at the Wilson Museum in Cheltenham town centre. The event 
brought together around 100 members of the public for a couple of hours one evening. The event 
showcased how HipHop music and Breakdancing work together, the music would play in the 
background and the dancers would jump in on the breaks of the record, hence the name 
breakdancing. This event was amazing to experience, ultimately I could see Victor spinning so fast 
that he turned into this tornado sculpture, I was quick to try and capture this image I had in my 
mind, I did this by slowing down the shutter speed to 1/15th of a second with the aperture wide 
open. The photograph came out way better than I expected and I fell in love with it. It reveals 
Victors expression, the people who were there and how I saw the moment. 
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Andrew Busby (Busby, 2019) is a fellow student I had the opportunity of working with on many 
occasions. He focuses on HipHop and Grime producers and MC’s and live event photography, very 
similar to where my interests are. Busby is branching out towards the Bristol and London areas. 
What I enjoy about his work is that he shoots with his cameras a lot, capturing some very striking 
portraits of people,  
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‘Above Ground’ (Ground, 2014) is creating 
personal and promotional photographic and 
video-graphic work that represents music 
producers. HipHop has had its time, and other 
genres are becoming the focus, pop, grime, I 
consider their work as social documentary as 
they capture quite personal realities all 
throughout. working with all the stars in 
contemporary Rap, Trap, HipHop, Grime, Pop 
etc. AboveGround have kept their real identity 
secret due to being arrested in the US, creating 
a banksy persona within the photographic 
world. A one of a kind photographer who is 
hard to get bookings with but knows what he’s 
doing behind the lens and has a strong 
network. 
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