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Music is an expressive art form; there are so many aspects of it that transcend conventional 

communication such as lyrics, melody or dynamics. Music has few rules but the laws that it holds are 

fundamental and are seldom broken, few artists have dared to waltz across these boundaries and 

even less have made it to the other side. 

When I think of the history of music one pioneers name comes to mind – Miles Davis. Davis was a 

trumpeter who changed the way we understand jazz forever. It was commonly accepted that jazz 

was a progression of several chords, this structure made playing the music quite rigid as there was a 

predestined melody for each instrument. Miles Davis along with John Coltrane pioneered modal jazz 

which subverts the original structure entirely. The only constant are the scales; all other musical 

melodies are largely improvised, although this meant that albums had to be recorded in one or two 

takes, it allowed for greater emotion and spontaneity. This broke the musical convention of 

preparation. Since the Baroque era of music melodies and songs have been transcribed before 

performance, during the 1960s Miles Davis decided to introduce a new hue in the spectrum of 

music. His bravery led others to attempt to break the barrier which has given us a wealth of 

sub-genre jazz such as hard bop, cool jazz and jazz fusion.  

It is one thing to cross a boundary but another thing altogether to create path so others can cross in 

future. Miles Davis either knowingly or unknowingly influenced styles of music that hadn’t been 

invented while simultaneously setting a standard within music of emotion and improvised structure. 

 

Rap is a genre of music that has a prominent stereotype of gang culture; the most famous rappers of 

all time found their fame through ‘violent’ and ‘aggressive’ music from NWA all the way to Slick Rick. 

This is perceived as a barrier for many rappers as aggression is their only outlet. However one artist 

by the name Kendrick Lamar sought to break this barrier and pave a way for others also. Although 

his early life was centred around gang violence (coming from Compton) when he talks about gangs 

his poetic voice speaks of togetherness rather than separation, reconciliation instead of war. It is 

clear that his voice is aiming to overshadow the ‘aggressive’ overtones in rap music. In one of his 

songs he quite literally commands rappers to ‘talk about love’. 

The aesthetic of rappers is incredibly important as it feeds their image; the conventional aesthetic is 

gold chains and watches coupled with expensive clothes and reckless living. Kendrick Lamar during 

his previous album ‘To Pimp a Butterfly’ illustrates his disinterest for materialistic possessions. In the 

music videos for this album he wears very simple unbranded clothes and little to no jewellery, this is 

Kendrick’s attempt to dissolve the rapper stereotype and ultimately break convention. Along with 

the image stereotype comes the idea that all rappers must be emotionally closed off and over 

emphasise their masculinity. Kendrick Lamar crossed this boundary in the song ‘u’ in which he gives 

a transparent insight into his depression even telling of his ‘suicidal [weaknesses]’. 

Music is an expressive art form which shapes our identities and ultimately the moods we are in. Both 

artists have/had a working understanding of the correct way to manipulate pitch or rhythm to make 

it sound good but this hold little weight if there is no deeper meaning or emotion to it. I guess the 

reason why both names will echo through the musical halls of fame is because they yearn/yearned 

to cross boundaries and be trail blazers for the next generation of musicians. 


