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fr iends or neighborhood. "It gave
regular people a chance to represent
who they were," McDaniels explains.
"Some of these dudes became ghetto
superstars in their 'hood-they were
more popular than some of the artists
wehadontheshow."

Meanwhile, tlre a dv mt of Yo ! MT V
Raps in 1988 only underscored the
shov/s influence, as key Izoloa acts
Nas, the Fugees, theWu-TangClan and
the Notorious B.LG. all made their first
TV appearances on Vide o Musir B o r
(M0aniels evandirectedearly clipsfor
Nas andWu-Tang).'The first time you
got y ow clip on Vide o Music Bo x-
whew, maq thatwas abigday," recalls
Christopher'Kid'Rei4of Kid'NPlay.
'You fuured then that you d made it."

"l wanted to be
behind the scenes,
not a host you
saw all the time."

And it hasn't stopped
ForgetYo!MfVRapr
Ralph McDaniels's Vdeo
Musrc Box is what birthed
ageneration of NYC hip
hopfans. ByJesseSeruer
In the early 1980s, MTV routinely
ignored platinum-selling black artists
like RickJames in favorof unknown
rock bands ('Musical apartheid" is
how origirnl Yol MTV R al s hostF ab
Five Freddy described the years prior
tohisarrival atthenetworkin 1988).
Meanwhile, cableTV, up and running
in Manhattan since 1971, didn t
become available in parts of the outer
boroughs until the end of the '80s.

Ralph McDaniels's Vid,e o Musit
Bor, which aired on public-television
station WNYC-TV at 3:30pm every
weekday afternmn from 1983 to'96,
fi lled both voids. (It now appears on
Saturday nights at midnight on
WNYE-TV, which picked it up later in
'96 after a brief hiatus.) An hourly
showcase catering to young New
Yorkers of color, it was the first
televised progr"am to regularly feature

hip-hopvideosand, alongwithBET's
now -defi nd Vi.de o Sozl among the
first to feature predominantly black
artists. Forrap bns (andbudding
artists) growing up nl||J C, Vi"de o
Musir Borwaslfte a daily newspaper
and the Internet in one: the place to find
out what was fresh in hip-hop's fast-
evolving sound and sfyle. fuguably
the oldest vidm show in the world,
Vi.fuo Music Boriscelebrating its 25th
anniversary with a blowout concert at
SummerStage featuring a batch of
golden-age hip-hop stars, including
Naughty by Nature.Jeru theDamaja
andChubbRock.

"In 1983, hip-hopwas this
underground movement that every
kid in New York was into," says Mimi
Valdes-Ryan, former editor-in-chief of
Vib e (and otrr enlly editorial director
lor Lo.tina magazine). "But there was
no place to learnabout the artists. So
coming across tr4de o Musir B o x was a
huge validation-this music you
lovedwas not only on the radio, it was
on TV now. Seeing [Grandmaster
Flash and the Furious Five'sl'The
Message' come to life, with the
abandoned buildings in the South

Bronx and the cops pullingyou over,
was mind-blowing."

Initially, McDaniels-"Uncle
Ralph"- and original cohost Lionel
"Vid Kid" Martin placed equal
emphasis on R&B, with Latin
freestyle, house and dancehall
sprinkled intoa mix that also
included such acts as Talking
Heads andMadonna. After the
overwhelming r xponse to a Vidc o
Music Boxepisode tapedat 1985's
"Fresh Fest'-the first rap concert
held inside a major sports arena,
Nassau Coliseum-the progtam
began to morph froma standard
video showcase to a looser,
unpredictable m6lange of live
performances, community news
reporting and interviews conducted
over the din of longJost nightclubs
like Kilimanjaro and the Ark.

"I wanted to be behind the scenes,
not this host that you saw all the time,"
McDaniels says. "So we'd shoot the
oowdandl'dtalkover it, off-camera.
Eventually, the crowd became more
important." Segments like these
popularized the shout-out-the now-
ubiquitous act ofcalling out one's

Some influential acts might not
haveexistedatall if itnotfortheshow.
"X{lan came directly ott of Video
Musir Bor," McDariels says, referring
to the militantly pro-black Brooklyn
group who, along with Public Enemy,
ushered in hip-hop's so-called
'conscious" erainthelate'80s. "They
werepart ofa street organization
called the Blackwatch Movement that
was putting together marches, and I'd
have them do promos talking about
that. People were instantly like, '!Vho
are these dudes with the nose rings?'
They got a huge st etbuzz and
started making records."

While it's reasonable to wonder
why such an influential show never
left the sphere of local public
television, longtime cohost Ray
DeJon explains that such an
evolution would likely have meant
the forfeiting ofan unparalleled
cultural archive. "I've seen numerous
offers put on the table for us to go
national, and what stopped Ralph
every time was that they wanted
to take over the creative rights,"
DeJon says. "Now, whenever BET,
VHl orany of those networks wants
to do a behind-the-scenes bio on
hip-hop, they've gotta come to Ralph
because he's the only one with the
original footage."

?ftzVideoMusicBox25th
Ann iuers ary Conart featuring Nice - N-
Smooth NaughU b Nature, Full
Force, O. C., Jeru the Damaj a and
Chubb Rock is at Central Park
SummerStage onFri 18.
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