
Russell Simmons said.  “His sound epitomized 
everything Def Jam was supposed to be.”

He insisted that DMX be signed to Def Jam. 
Turns out, Gotti had already signed him.

Def Jam released his 1998 major label debut 

album, “It’s Dark and Hell is Hot,” the first 
of three albums on Def Jam that consecutive-

By Kenya Vaughn
Of The St. Louis American
 

At the height of his fame, DMX was an 
anchor in the core group of rap stars that were 
key players in the East Coast rap renaissance 
of the late 1990s. And he single-handedly res-
cued pioneering hip-hop label Def Jam from the 
brink of extinction.

The veteran rapper, born Earl Simmons, 
passed away on Friday, April 9 after suffering a 
heart attack. He was 50 years old.

He was the second child born to Arnett 
Simmons and Joe Barker on December 18, 
1970. Varying accounts list his place of birth 
as either Baltimore, Maryland or Yonkers, 
New York. He was reared in Yonkers, suffer-
ing through a childhood marred by trauma and 
poverty. He discovered his passion for hip-hop 
as a young teen while being shuffled through 
the system due to instability and abuse at home 
– and his inclination to lash out in response 
to his circumstances. His talent was affirmed 
by fellow residents and a teacher at a group 
home where he was sent after being expelled 

from school at 14. 
He began making 
beats to accompany 
his rhymes on an 
Oberheim DMX 
drum machine, 
which is what 
inspired his rap 
moniker.

By 1991, The 
Source Magazine 
selected him for 
their then career-de-
fining Unsigned 
Hype feature. It 
would be the mid-
1990s before he 
actually broke 
through thanks to 
several featured 
collaborations, par-

ticularly the 1995 underground classic “Time 
to Build” featuring fellow future rap stars Ja 
Rule and Jay-Z. They delivered verses on Mic 
Geronimo’s track. DMX quickly caught the 
attention of the famed, yet fledgling, Def Jam 
thanks to a young executive who went by Irv 
Gotti. Gotti later became hip-hop powerbroker 
in his own right thanks to Murder Inc.

In an Instagram post, Def Jam co-founder 
and longtime leader Russell Simmons (no rela-
tion to Earl Simmons) personally gave credit 
to DMX for rescuing the label. “He saved 
Def Jam,” Simmons said of DMX.  Russell 
Simmons called DMX a personal hero and 
a musical hero as he recalled the moment he 
discovered DMX through his featured verse on 
“Bout [expletive]” by The Lox.

Simmons went back to the Def Jam offices 
proclaiming that he had heard the “most amaz-
ing voice,” describing DMX’s gruff and raspy 
flow. “Def Jam was built on loud, aggressive 
and abrasive music and vocals to match,” 
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Living It

Local rapper’s 

inspiration from last 

year’s ‘All Hallows 

Bash’ inspires 

unplugged project

By Danielle Brown
Of The St. Louis American

Kayla ‘KVtheWriter’ Thompson’s electrify-
ing opening act performance at last year’s All 
Hallows Bash, a socially-distanced Halloween 
concert headlined by Muhammad “Mvstermind” 
Austin and Tonina Saputo, motivated her to trans-
form the magic made that night into a live EP, 
“KVtheWriter: Unplugged.”

Thompson and Eddie “Sir Eddie C” Cox were 
chosen to be supporting artists after both submit-
ted a video of them performing an original song. 
Austin and Saputo organized the competition to 
determine who would open the show for them.

For the band, she enlisted her late father’s 
friend and former bandmate, Craig Florez, who 
pulled together veteran musicians, including Brock 
Johnson, Gerald Warren and Kevin Doyle.

“That moment made me want to put the music 
on wax for other people to hear it,” Thompson 
said. “I wanted to give people the opportunity to 
bring a concert to their homes with this project.”

Generally, artists distribute their music for 
free on all digital platforms. Her debut EP “Love 
Sucks!,” second project,“The Ratchet Tape,” and 
three other singles were released digitally for free.

Her third project, an unplugged EP with newer 
renditions of previously recorded music, includes 
live instrumentation and songs redeveloped into 
genres outside of hip-hop, including rock.

The EP rolled out as a presale bundle until April 
12 that included a CD, a poster, a downloaded 
link to the album and a magazine where she inter-
viewed all of the creators involved with the project 
for $100. The EP officially dropped April 13 with 
merchandise sold separately. Both were available 
for purchase on her website, https://kvthewriter.
com/.

“I realized how little money artists make from 
Spotify, Apple, Music, Tidal and other distribution 
sites,” Thompson said. “There’s no reason why an 
artist should have 100,000 streams and only make 
$200. I put a lot of money into this project and 
wanted to recoup some of the costs.”

She collaborated with local creatives, including 

See DMX, B8

See KV, B8

COCA’s Kirven 

Douthit-Boyd to 

perform in STL 

with EVIDENCE 

By Kenya Vaughn
Of The St. Louis American

The connection with famed choreographer 
Ronald K. Brown and Kirven Douthit-Boyd, 
Co-Artistic Director of Dance at COCA (the 
Center of Creative Arts), is endearing – and 
enduring. 

Their creative partnership dates back nearly 
two decades. Douthit-Boyd was a principal 
dancer with the iconic Alvin Ailey American 
Dance Theater. Brown, known for his vivid 
compositions that reflect the beauty, richness 
and complexity of the African and African-
American experiences as expressed through 
dance – and for founding EVIDENCE, A Dance 
Company nearly 40 years ago – was often trust-
ed to be in the choreographer’s chair for Ailey. 

“I was with the company from 2004-2015, 
and I actually danced every single thing Ron 
created for the company at that time, so my 

history with him runs deep,” Douthit-Boyd 
said. “And when I left New York to come to St. 
Louis, he invited me to join EVIDENCE as a 
guest artist.”

For the past six years, Douthit-Boyd has been 

teaching and training the dancers of tomorrow at 
COCA, while representing the dancers of today 
with the Brooklyn-based EVIDENCE. This 

 ‘He saved Def Jam’

Rapper DMX passes at 50

Dancing full circle

Photo by Julietta Cervantes / Courtesy of COCA

Kirven Douthit-Boyd, right, performing with members of EVIDENCE, A Dance 
Company. Douthit-Boyd, who serves as Co-Artistic Director of Dance at COCA, will 
be taking the stage with EVIDENCE when COCA hosts the company April 16-April 18.
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Rapper DMX as he performed in St. Louis at the Coliseum nightclub back in 2013. 
DMX, born Earl Simmons, passed away on Friday, April 9. He was 50 years old.

Kayla 

Thompson 

unveils 

live EP of 

original 

songs
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Kayla ‘KVtheWriter’ Thompson releases 
her EP KVtheWriter:Unplugged this month 
featuring live versions of some of her 
most popular songs. In addition to the 
new project, she will also be releasing new 
merchandise, a magazine, and CDs of the 
project.

n “DMX had 

a heart of gold. 

He was a loving 

person who 

wanted the best 

for everyone. He 

was always in 

struggle. But he 

was always in 

prayer.”

- Russell Simmons

See Dance, B8


