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I had been collecting Atlantic Canadian hip hop for years without ever considering it anything 

more than a collection. Years after completing my master’s work on the history of hip hop in 

Halifax, I realized how much raw material I had. I also realized the ephemeral nature of these 

materials. While some were readily available online and in the few remaining brick and mortar 

record stores, others had vanished completely. Often, the artists themselves don’t have copies 

of their own recordings. I have been an active participant in the Halifax hip hop community for 

close to twenty years. I love the scene, and the people in it. I want to create a space for them to 

share their stories, to preserve their legacy, and do what I can to keep a record of the collected 

works of the Atlantic Canadian hip hop community.  

The East Coast of Canada is not known for hip hop. Far from it—the region has, since the 

1960’s, adopted a tourism-driven Celtic and seafaring identity that has led to the promotion of 

some cultural expressions over others. The has been a hip hop community in the region for 

more than 30 years, and it deserves better than to be overlooked. 

In starting East of East, I had to do the work of formalizing my personal collection into a proper 

archive. That initially meant organizing what I did have and seeking out what I did not have. Or, 

what I knew I did not have. Fortunately, my prior research, connections and time within the hip 

hop community, and my existing, substantial collection provided me with a solid starting point.  



 
Archiving, as opposed to collecting, also meant delving into fields like digital humanities and 

library sciences to learn what makes a collection an archive. Certain standards of 

documentation have to be met, certain rules established and parameters set. Learning what 

needed to happen included online and book-based research, meetings with the Resident 

Archivist at the Mount Saint Vincent Library, and ultimately purchasing a membership with 

Omeka, an archival database building website. Technically, the current incarnation of East of 

East on Omeka is an Academic Research Library, but that doesn’t sound as nice as Archive.  

The archive exists in three spaces: my own physical and digital holdings, a private online 

database of artifacts adhering to Dublin Core archival standards, and a public-facing online 

timeline and database being built in partnership with Music Nova Scotia. Within these three 

spaces are close to 500 posters, 600+ physical albums (CDs, cassettes, vinyl), biographical 

information on 400+ artists, and a digital recording database that currently holds 1237 albums 

released between 1988 and 2018. I know of approximately 100 more albums that I have not yet 

located, and surely there are others I am not aware of.  

The vast majority of hip hop recordings in Atlantic Canada were independently released in short 

runs and recordings from the pre-digital era can be incredibly hard to locate.  

Albums, however, create a tangible baseline for inclusion. To distinguish between artists and 

amateurs, released recordings, at least in the timeframe covered by this archive, are essentially 

the physical manifestation of someone’s involvement in the culture, and thusly merits inclusion. 

I have spent several years putting this project together, meeting with people, conducting 

interviews, and securing physical and digital copies of recordings. I have also spent a lot of time 

considering the function of such a project and its social justice implications.  



  
Scrolling video showing the albums in the East of East archive. 

 

In Nova Scotia’s education system, we are seeking to implement Culturally Relevant curriculum 

design.  

It isn’t always as cut and dry as one would hope.  

As such, I’ve tweaked the language a bit.  A colleague recently made a valid point that Culturally 

Relevant is difficult because relevance is subjective, whereas a term like Culturally Responsible 

recognizes and establishes a duty to get things right. 

As such, here are five considerations for culturally responsible song collecting. 

 



Access impacts both the creation of materials and an archivist’s ability to collect them. When 

archiving a largely independent music scene, historical research is vital so that we can know 

who was involved and what materials exist to be collected. This may not always be easy. In 

Nova Scotia, while the hip hop community is concentrated in Halifax, there are satellite hip hop 

communities in places like North Preston and Eskasoni where manufactured products are sold 

hand to hand and sometimes don’t leave the area. This question of what archivists can access, 

and what they are able to know about at all must be constantly evaluated.  

There is a lot to be found by turning to online marketplaces like Discogs or eBay, but a trend 

emerges very quickly. I have found materials from Atlantic Canada all over the world, but they 

tend to be from the same artists again and again. Only those artists whose work reached a 

certain threshold of distribution or notoriety were available in a way that allowed them to be 

found in foreign markets. What about mixtapes sold hand to hand, though? Merch table 

materials, and tour editions? What about the stuff that never leaves North Preston and never 

turns up in the search results?  

To find materials of that kind, those with less reach, archivist must establish connections within 

communities to learn what exists to be archived. Further, when collecting physical materials 

(recordings, posters/flyers, merch, etc.), archivists must also consider who does and does not 

have access to producing these items or to getting them into public spaces.  

For those who don’t have access, we must ask what does exist that could represent their 

contributions? How can we tailor the rules of inclusion so that we recognize that there are 

levels to the playing field? 

Last year, I was asked to conduct a keynote interview at Nova Scotia Music Week with ShyLuv. 

She has been living in Toronto for the last ten years but made a name for herself with a group 

called 2on2, and as an award-winning solo artist. She was a notable member of the hip hop 

community for many years. Still, 2on2 was largely a performing group and recordings that they 

did make were shelved. ShyLuv’s solo work mainly appeared on compilations. She won awards 

through Music Nova Scotia, East Coast Music Association, and the African Nova Scotian Music 

Association, but still had not released any recordings on her own. She continues to make 

occasional mixtape appearances in Toronto. 

While East of East is an Atlantic Canadian Hip Hop Archive, it contains a few mixtapes from 

Toronto. Why? Because they feature ShyLuv, and if that’s the only way that she makes it into 

the archive, then I’m happy to make that exception. I would not want to exclude a relevant 

artist, simply because she did not have the means to release anything of her own. If I didn’t 

make that allowance, she would not be represented.  

What exists to be archived and how to access it must be constantly re-evaluated. 

 

 



 

 
 

There are two sides to be considered when looking at inclusivity in an archival project. 

First, there must be a mandate to be inclusive and steps must be taken to be aware of and 

effectively curate works from marginalized groups. As previously stated, we don’t know what it 

is that we don’t know so we must build alliances and seek out experts and community partners 

so that nothing gets missed. An undertaking that purports to document the entirety of a 

musical community’s creative output has the power to hold people up and celebrate them, but 

by excluding someone it also has the power of erasing their contributions from the supposedly 

complete narrative the archive produces. We must be mindful of this at all times.  

Again, how can inclusion criteria be tailored to ensure a high level of academic integrity without 

denying admission to groups or individuals with a less significant artistic footprint or with less 

stature within the hierarchy of the community? We need to set the rules in a way that 

recognizes different expressions. Be flexible. Favor inclusion over exclusion if there is a choice 

to be made. Context can always be provided, if necessary.  

Secondly, however, we must remember that, in our efforts to be inclusive and represent 

inclusivity, we are dealing with real people. In the case of East of East, I know the vast majority 

of the artists represented because of my time in the community in various roles. I know that 

some have struggled with addiction. I know that some have spent time in prison. I know that 

some have lost loved ones to violence. I know that some have committed violent acts. I know 

some who care more about the community than they do themselves. I know some who 

volunteer tirelessly. I know some with difficult domestic situations.  I know some who struggle 

with their sexuality. I know some with mental health issues. They are all people who have 

passed through the hip hop community, who found something in themselves through hip hop, 

but they remain people with private lives and rights to privacy that deserve the utmost 

consideration, as well.  



For example: 

Due the time I have spent working within the community, perhaps it would be nice to use data 

from East of East to put an exhibit together that depicts LGBTQ involvement in the scene over 

the years. However, many of the artists who might be included in that data were not open 

about their sexuality when they were active within the scene, some are still not open about it 

today. In another case, after a friend in the community stopped making music, they very 

privately transitioned and now lives a quiet life away from the community. My own personal 

relationships and a familiarity with artists’ private lives must be kept out of the project to 

maintain objectivity. My desire for the archive to be inclusive, to represent as diverse a picture 

of the community as is possible, must not—ever—be cavalier about people’s right to privacy. 

Inclusivity must mean pursuing marginalized content, but content must also be allowed to 

stand on its own and archivists should avoid framing narratives that are not suggested by the 

contents of the archive themselves, as they exist. Imposed narratives, even in the interest of 

positive representation, run the risk of erasing marginalized people by excluding them, and of 

opening them up to potential abuse by including them. Narratives will emerge, regardless, so 

the line between the two must be carefully monitored and should favor privacy over inclusivity 

if a choice must be made in the interest of safety.  

We must actively pursue inclusivity while respecting the privacy of those we wish to include. 

 

 

All scenes are made up of various factions. 

Even a scene in a place as small as Halifax (the largest city in Atlantic Canada, pop. 403 130) has 

geographic divisions: Downtown, Uptown, South End, North End, Dartmouth, North End 

Dartmouth, Fairview, Spryfield, Sackville… effectively, the other major cities in the region, 

including those in Cape Breton, New Brunswick, PEI, and Newfoundland, are viewed as slightly 

more distant suburbs of the Halifax hip hop community. Since digital technology has replaced 



the need for artists to travel to urban centres to record in studios, the number of locations 

where hip hop is being created has risen exponentially.  

These geographic divisions are often laden with longstanding processes of othering through 

racial and class-based stereotypes, a fact that threatens to negatively influence collecting and 

objective narrative building. 

Beyond these obstacles, there are stylistic divisions that lead to elitism within the scene that 

must be countered.  

There is a group of artists who have been operating in Atlantic Canada for the last several years. 

Their music is objectively terrible—atonal, cliched, obnoxious and poorly recorded. Their near 

steady stream of music videos are green screened, vertigo-inducing monstrosities and the flyers 

for their performances are illegible, multi-font nightmares. They are wack.  

However, their terrible music has been coming out in physical form for several years, their 

videos spamming the walls of local hip hop social media, and their shows, however poorly 

attended carry on like clockwork, undeterred by the seemingly universal poor reception. 

Regardless of the fact that they are wack rappers, they are wack rappers who are making a 

tangible contribution to the scene. While some would deny them a seat at the table as a matter 

of taste, archivists should represent the totality of the scene, not just the cool kids.  

(To that point, quite simply, wack rap needs to be preserved, too. Someone once said that bad 

art is the best art, because it documents human failure. That is a lovely notion. It doesn’t need 

to be labeled as wack, but a reassuring corollary may be that the best cure for bullshit is 

sunshine, and wack rap will be immortalized as such.) 

Communities are not monoliths and their hierarchies must be interrogated. 

 

 



Independent music scenes are largely made up of people who are active for a few years then 

fade quietly into their adult lives. Hip hop, in particular, is largely a youthful expression, and as 

some artists age they wish to distance themselves, for various reasons, from those youthful 

expressions. Some used language that they regret or expressed viewpoints they no longer hold, 

some just wish to leave the past in the past. Others, whose musical careers lasted longer or are 

still in progress, don’t want older works to diminish later or current efforts.  

Similar to the point about inclusion, archivists must remember that they are handling the work 

of other people. Regardless of whether or not it was released into the public, the contents of 

the archive must pre presented in a way that firmly establishes its existence but does not open 

artists up to invasions of privacy.  

I know of a few artists who, having a chance to re-release some older works, used the 

opportunity to remove homophobic and ableist slurs they had recorded in their youth. Not 

every artist has had the opportunity to edit their work for contemporary sensibilities, however, 

and many have grown in ways not reflected in the recordings of their long-forgotten hip hop 

personae. While I may wish to someday use the contents of the archive to research expressions 

of sexism, racism, or homophobia in Atlantic Canadian hip hop lyrics, the public, given the same 

access, is not bound by the same professional code of ethics and could use the data 

irresponsibly.   

To counter this, I have borrowed from the field of digital humanities, and the idea that artifacts 

can be effectively represented to the public with basic information: 

o Album titles and artwork 

o The name of the artist (but not their government name) 

o The year it was released and any label/’label’ 

This creates a sufficient record of an album’s existence for the purposes of public display. 

Meanwhile, the non-public-facing aspects of the archive—the physical/digital holdings and the 

Omeka database—contain a far more detailed record that is reserved for academic research 

and includes track lists, physical and/or digital copies of the songs themselves, and information 

about artists, including their government names.  

By approaching East of East in this multi-tiered way, I can provide detailed information for 

scholars while providing the public with enough basic information to let them know what they 

are seeing. In the end, archivists deal in the work of others—often old, dated works—and they 

have a right to leave some things in the past. By only referring to artists by their noms-de-rap 

on the public-facing website album information remains true to how the recording was named 

when it was originally released and artists are free to identify themselves or remain 

anonymous. 

Don’t embarrass the people you are trying to celebrate, keep the details for the academics.  



 

 

 

Just as every scene has its politics, every scene has an accepted general narrative. 

In Atlantic Canada, as previously stated, tourism has leaned into a Celtic/Gaelic/seafaring 

heritage since the 1960s, leading to broad institutional and learned support for traditional folk 

music and, later, the suburban rebellion of white pop-rock, that downplays the existence and 

relevance of expressions like punk, metal, and (further downplayed due to the region’s 

historical racism) hip hop.  

East of East is a counter narrative. The sheer volume of material speaks to a thirty year cultural 

expression that, according to popular narratives doesn’t exist, at all. Within the archive, there 

are multiple narratives at work, as well.  

Even within such a small hip hop community, dominant narratives emerge that distort the true 

dimensions of the scene. One of the reasons that I started to do academic work in Atlantic 

Canadian hip hop is that there was a dominant narrative that I knew to be inaccurate. One 

artist, inarguably an important figure whose presence since the early days of hip hop in the 

region have made him a font of first hand experience, had, for years, held a tight grip on 

historical materials and regularly disseminated a version of events that placed himself at the 

centre of all things. It wasn’t entirely wrong, but there was a whole lot of it that wasn’t right. 

Other significant figures were diminished or excluded, whole crews and communities left out of 

the story. There were other stories out there that deserved to be told and I was in a unique 

position to seek them out.  

As archivists, historians, educators, we must always ask:  

What other perspectives can be found? Whose voices haven’t been heard yet? 



What Indigenous narratives exist? What African-Nova Scotian narratives? Are there women’s 

narratives? White narratives? However archivists may regard these perspectives personally, it is 

of the utmost importance that archivists constantly pursue a multiplicity of narratives. Let them 

stand side by side without prioritizing one over another. Let as many voices interpret the 

content as is possible so that anyone coming to learn something from East of East sees that it is 

not any one idea or identity, it is many, and there is much to be learned from the diverse 

experiences chronicled within. 

The strength of an archive lies in its ability to weave multiple culturally responsible narratives.  
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