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Hip-hop on the creative fringes, from Earl Sweatshirt and
Vince Staples
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Earl Sweatshirt, “Feet of Clay” (Tan Cressida/Warner Records) A day
before the prodigal rapper issued this new EP, he wrote via social media that the
release was “a collection of observations and feelings recorded during the death
throes of a crumbling empire.” He doesn’t waste any time, packing the opening
track, “74,” with a single, uninterrupted verse that references melting ice, holy wars,

smartphone culture, “streets flooding like the pants weren't touching the sneak” and

flying missiles.
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“Feet of Clay,” in fact, only contains one chorus among its seven tracks, and it
arrives in a two-suite quickie called “Tisk Tisk/Cookies” near the end. The rest of his
words arrive in verses and show the artist born Thebe Kgositsile experimenting with
structure and meter while pouring forth streams of consequential ideas. Musically,
“East,” which the artist self-produced, is driven not by beats but by sampled

accordion, bowed strings and a marching oompa-loompa bass line. Who does that?

The Alchemist-produced “Mtomb” samples the smooth 1980s disco-soul group
Mtume, upon which Earl lays out rhymes that are capped with the memorable fish-
driven couplet, “Piscean just like my father, still got bones to pick out / For now let’s

salt the rims and pour a drink out.”

As with the free-jazz innovators of the 1960s, Sweatshirt continually pushes against

the notion that rap music requires any formulas at all. Again, who does that?




