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Otherwise the ghouls would have ar-
rived long ago, a they did with classic
soul, funk, and “electro.” At the same time,
the music called New Jack Swing s just old
enough to be vaguely embarrassing. Howis
it that some genres pass directly into legend,
whill others remain trapped in an awkward
limbo? Making the rounds in the clubs, an
anonymously produced mixtape called NJS
Megamis (available from distributedhisto-
ry.com) arrives at just the right moment to.
assess the pros and cons of the genre.

I s clear that the wound is still fresh.

[ Sabhprice

thythm, which often employed a combina-
tion of straight 8ths, 16th-note shufles,and
16th-note swing patterns (in Europe, the
music was sometimes known as Swingbeat
and this name survives in the Netherlands,
which for some reason is a stronghold of
New Jack Swing fandom).

“If you take a band that's good, you bust it
up and sell three times as many records.”
“This was Devo'scrtique of what they sawas
rampant in rock 'n’ roll, and New Jack
Swing honed the strategy, with popular
artsts going on to become producers rather
than solo acts. For instance, New Edition
gave Michael Bivins the experience that he'd
later use to groom ABC and Boyz I1 Men:
‘The family seed must be perpetuated. The
formula was copied back into hip hop by
artists like Dr. Dre and EPMD.

‘What are we to make of this movement? It
e s

Creation. Likewise, it may be that the entire amely,
Beforecovering the who and when of New  venture of New Jack Swing anbe scenasa was a saccharine boy hand vty B e hzld You
that,like i Brown wanted to ten years

bs youngster into the secure

This srategy was zdopred by many other

on producer svengalis.
the 19805 in music, the specter of produc-
tion control looms over allhit, dance, elec-
tronic, and beat music. An early instance is
the Pointer Sisters’ 1983 album Break Out
where different working groups are respon-
sible for each track and the achievement is
that the product is coherent, et alone a clas-
sic. New Jack Swing emerged in the latter
‘half of thi it il

structures of popy
tares bristing with adjecives lke “emo-
tional” “sexy” “dlick;” or “smooth.” What
was badly needed was an adjective like
“edgya defining critical termin the 19905,
across media. Adult Urban Contemporary
producers decided that, in the interest of
survival, they had better incorporate hip
hop rhythms, samples, and. production

1990 with Bell Biv Devoe's “Poison” Death
of overexposure came with the 1991 movie
New Jack City, which was co-written by
journalist Barry Michael Cooper, who some
say coined the term “New Jack Swing” in a
Village Voice article (Cooper lso produced

techniques.

Janet Jackson, not to
‘mention the remaining members of New
Edition. It wasn't enough, however,to in-
corporate adult-themed lyrics—the style
was reall telegraphed by the sound, which
is where the producers entered. Among
them, Teddy Riley is as the

or s0,up springsa dumb, cauhy mode that
will later sound like death. As a high-con-
ceptjoke, you could call New Jack Swing the
disco of the late-'80s. Entertaining thisline
of thinking for a moment, it seems clear
that Jungle or Drum & Bass would come
next lthough these orms never reached a

larity, at least in the

godfather. Although his breakthrough was
Keith Sweat's 1987 album Make I Last For-
ever he hit his stride a year later with the

trio Guy, one of inds
of the period, and went on to remix or pro-

y pop-
ular, reaching across genres and forms,
yielding movies like House Party, hip hop
acts like Heavy D and Nie & Smooth,

e
same year saw the release of Wreckx-n-Ef-
fects it single “New Jack Swing,” which

jackson and
Paulz Abdul, and fashions 1|.ke towering

US. Ultimately these comparisons are fun
but absurd—one could juxtapose white
groups like Sudden Impact or New Kids on
the Block with the brothers Gibb, or even
with Steely Dan, whose notoriously an

. What these men  septic sound has affinities with that of New
were doing was marking a erritory, work-  Jack Swing.
ing a variation on pop’s promise:
-ogn 1f we take a ge usin
time—for example, Grunge—it's clear that
he mu- i Bad Ob-

high-top

of fat record contracts, which demanded

some claimis the orgin of the term. In i- [hzu'pnu tags. It tretched as far as of time. Grunge, while quickly co-opted,

the ke 200 o LL Brohes car-  high production values, which meant in-  grew out of an apparently independent

ge the downfall. It wasa crsasinglyprofssiona lectonic studies  community,whereas New Jack Swing s

ind ind that made noat-  from the start, large-format, cash-making,

admix-  and cuts,crooni temptto gyl digital origin. As with  eyes-on-the-charts. Giving such control to

ture of hip hop—at the time silla largely s ddeda- electrofunk, ispest highs  the technicians yields a sound overly in-

DIY music, where a top-selling album  rations of love. i ile i ic,  debted to roduction

‘might have a jarringly rough, latened, bed- samples are chinks in the armor through  tools,whetherit be digtal everbin th car-

room-production sound, although this  What isit that makes this music New Jack dvinycracke Iy 19805, o theauto tuner todey. I ther
wasn'tsurprising once you learned thata 19 Swing as o i le enter, her rds, whatis off-putti i

year-old had turned all the tracks out of a

pposed
up-tempo R&B? While there is no unani-

sort
of music that labels like Motown always
represented: popular and lucrative soul that
relied on writers and producers to midwife
the product. in

10 style, dates, or par-
ticipants, I am proceeding from a few as-
sumptions. Bell Biv DeVoe approached a
general definition with their credo: “Our

twtion eatherthin oope, aad wer ofien
generated in the studio rather than appro-
pristed. Tracks weeactully composeof-
ten by producers

of the obsolete product. It made a sacrifice
50 that we could move on with a clear con-
science. Pop has cannibalized any useful

‘ground, and synth sounds came: slmghroul

the 1990 through marketing and streetwise
production, as with the band Another Bad

the R&®B tip with a pop feel appeal to it™ I
ok o

of the box, with litle.
that House would bring to lectronic mu-

Tows us to believe how far we have come.
‘The lesson is that music springing from a
community dies with. dxym'y, whereas, pro-
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