
Caterpillars and Concrete Roses in a Mad
City: Kendrick Lamar’s “Mortal Man”
Interview with Tupac Shakur
Regina N. Bradley

Blog post published June 22, 2015 in Sounding Out!

https://doi.org/10.59350/6m4b8-sqf31

Abstract

I’ve been hesitant to write about Kendrick Lamar’s 2015 album To Pimp a Butterfly (TPAB) because

there are layers to the shit. Sonic, cultural, and political layers that need time to breathe and

manifest. Some of those layers are pedagogical.
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I’ve been hesitant to write about Kendrick Lamar’s 2015 album To Pimp a Butterfly (TPAB) because

there are layers to the shit. Sonic, cultural, and political layers that need time to breathe and

manifest. Some of those layers are pedagogical. For example, Brian Mooney brilliantly paired the

album with Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye to help students work through themes of Black

consciousness and self-love. Mooney’s lesson plan garnered Lamar’s attention and a recent visit

with Mooney students. Lamar’s open grappling with art and blackness throw him into heavy

debates about his worth as a cultural and even literary icon. Yet Lamar’s formula of introspective

angst – the use of battling his own demons to shed light on broader American society – pulls me

to think about how Lamar and TPAB fit into a long standing trajectory of Black folks’ self-

examination in art as a frame for larger critiques of racial politics in American society.

Screenshot of album cover

I’m drawn to TPAB’s outro of the final track of the album “Mortal Man.” “Mortal Man” sonically

invokes Lamar’s struggle to assume a position as a gatekeeper of a branch of hip hop that focuses

on Black community and self-actualization. The track includes a sample from a 1994 Tupac Shakur

interview with Swedish music journalist Mats Nileskär. Lamar positions himself as the interviewer,

asking a different set of questions that engages Shakur about walking the fault lines of fame,

fortune, and Black consciousness in this current cycle of hip hop. The construction and execution

of the interview revisits the lines between hip hop’s collective and generational responsibilities

via Lamar and Shakur’s interaction. Their conversation moves from creative (and creating) political

protest to larger philosophical questions within hip hop: self-consciousness, mortality, and death.

Lamar parallels his angst with Tupac using his voice, with Tupac himself heralded as hip hop’s

martyred t.h.u.g. with a conscience. In this contemporary moment where Black men’s mortality and

worth is attached to being a thug and a problem, Lamar poses Shakur in “Mortal Man” as a

keystone for connecting popular scripts with cultural expectations of Black masculinity and

agency in the United States.
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https://youtu.be/kmfWA3SdNpA

The song “Mortal Man” launches the interview. The track can be considered a double sample – it

uses Houston Person’s cover of Fela Kuti’s song “I No Get Eye for Back.” Lamar’s voice is clear but

the background track soft and subdued, forcing the listener to pay full attention to Lamar’s voice,

which interrogates what it takes for one to be loyal or respected in mainstream America.

Percussion (bass kicks, acoustic drums, soft piano chords) and bass guitar chords annotate

Lamar’s solemn lyrical delivery. A horn and woodwind medley – lead by Houston’s tenor sax

playing – punctuate Lamar’s chorus:

When the shit hit the fan, is you still a fan?

When the shit his the fan, is you still a fan?

Want you to look to your left and right, make sure you ask your friends

The instrumental accompaniment is soft and steady, suggesting Lamar’s question is a continuous

negotiation or checklist for one’s proclamation of loyalty and respect. Lamar’s repetition of “when

the shit hit the fan is you still a fan” addresses his fanbase and the followers of other notable

Black cultural and creative leaders. They, like Lamar, are usefully flawed – whether by accusation

or self-proclamation – and use their flaws to further their cause. Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther

King, Moses, Malcolm X, and Michael Jackson all exhibited social-cultural and political agency for

(Black) folks. Yet they also suffered scrutiny and disregard because of their personal lives or less-

than-respectable experiences.

Malcolm X at Queens Court.

Source=Library of Congress. New

York World-Telegram & Sun

Collection. http://hdl.loc.gov/

loc.pnp/cph.3c11166
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Author=Herman Hiller, World

Telegram staff photographer

I am especially intrigued by Lamar’s reference to Malcolm X as “Detroit Red,” a nickname X had as

a young hellraiser before his conversion to Islam. Lamar’s reference to X in his youth here speaks

to larger questions of respectability, Black youth, and protest. Detroit Red is young, flawed but

influential, similar to Lamar and other young Black folks leading protests in this contemporary

moment. Lamar’s roll call suggests a struggle with the question of authority, both as a creator of

Black culture and how his music implies a larger struggle of contemporary Black agency and

angst. Interviewing Tupac brings Lamar’s struggle to a head, evoking Shakur’s voice as a culturally

recognizable authority of hip hop’s commercial progress and cultural process. The trope of a

flawed nature as a departure point for creative expression and agency is a theme that runs

throughout TPAB and the rest of Lamar’s musical catalogue.

The musical accompaniment to the “Mortal Man” song fades out and against a backdrop of silence

Lamar begins to recite what he states is an unfinished piece. He begins, “I remember when you

was conflicted,” which implies he is talking to himself or talking to someone else. The background

silence that leads to Lamar and Shakur’s conversation is as telling as the conversation itself,

sonically alluding both to Lamar’s ‘quiet’ struggles of self-affirmation and the possibility that

someone other than the audience is listening. The quiet is Lamar’s moment of clarity; the listeners

are with him at his most vulnerable moment. He uses the silence to focus attention on himself

and without the ‘outside noise’ of others’ beliefs and impressions of his music and purpose.

“2Pac” By Flickr user

Tupac Amaru Shakur, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

Although the interview takes place over 20 years earlier, Tupac’s answers are clear and ‘live.’

Shakur’s initial voice is pensive and calculating – he sounds like he is thinking through his

responses as he speaks – but later sounds more relaxed, laughing and talking louder and faster.

The decreasing formality of Shakur’s answers suggests his increasing comfort with the interviewer

as well as confidence in his own answers (and ultimately in sharing his beliefs). Lamar’s use of

Shakur’s voice serves as the ultimate form of crate digging, using an obscure (or rare) radio
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interview sample to create his own voice in hip hop. Lamar’s engagement with Shakur serves

memory as a cultural archive and as a cultural production. He not only preserves Shakur’s legacy

in his own words but uses Shakur as a departure point for how to blur acts of listening for hip hop

fans in a digital age.

The act of listening takes center stage for the interview. The interview is presented as an informal

sitdown, reminiscent of what takes place during studio sessions: artists share new material and

garner advice from veteran artists. Both rookies and veteran artist listen for new perspectives and

listening for suggestions to approach a topic or track. Listening here shows Lamar’s awe and

respect of Shakur’s perspective and artistry but also hints at how his conversation with Shakur is

ultimately a conversation with himself. Lamar starts the conversation with an unfinished piece

about his angsts regarding commercial success and how it conflicts with his creative process. He

then moves on to asking Shakur about how he grapples with his creative and political

consciousness. The listening work taking place here is critical and archival: without Lamar’s (and

Lamar’s audience) interest in Shakur’s creative process his voice loses authority and ultimately its

power.

Image From NY Daily News

Tupac’s sonic ‘resurrection’ signifies his lasting effect in hip hop while serving as a springboard for

Lamar’s own pondering about the purpose of his music and the burden of its success. Unlike the 

visual representation of Shakur via hologram at the 2012 Coachella Music Festival, Lamar’s use of

Tupac’s sonic likeness offers an alternative entry point for engaging Tupac’s work outside of his

rapping. For example, much of Shakur’s social-political work takes place in his poetry i.e. his

collection of poetry The Rose that Grew from Concrete. Further, the ‘thingness’ of the hologram, a

physical and technological manifestation of hip hop fans’ and artists’ revering of Tupac’s image

and death, makes me think about the type of work the hologram was expected to perform as

compared to the sonic ‘ghostliness’ of Tupac’s voice on Lamar’s track. If, as John Jennings suggests,

the hologram manifested Tupac as a “ghost in the machine,” how does Tupac’s voice work as a

ghost in the machine? On a visceral level hearing Tupac’s voice in conversation with Kendrick

Lamar stirs feelings about whether or not he is dead or alive and his immortality as a hip hop

icon.
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Where the Coachella hologram visualized Tupac Shakur spirit, “Mortal Man” sonically evokes his

spirit and the connection between his (im)mortality and storytelling. Lamar says: “Sometimes I be

like. . .get behind a mic and I don’t what type of energy I’ma push out or where it comes from.”

Shakur responds “because the spirits, we ain’t really even rappin’, we just letting our dead homies

tell stories for us.” Listening to Shakur’s use of “we” out of historical context – the interview took

place in 1994, 21 years before “Mortal Man” – suggests that Tupac himself is among the dead. He is

a “dead homie” and telling a story that Lamar himself is trying to relay to his audience and

himself. Yet the lingering possibility of Tupac’s mortality – most embodied in Tupac’s silence after

Lamar’s discussion of the significance of a caterpillar to the album – is a powerful moment of

protest. Shakur’s quiet and Lamar’s attempt to “call him back,” signifies a period in the

conversation. Lamar is left to fend for himself, fighting a “fight he can’t win.” There is also the

possibility that his exchange with Shakur is “just some shit he wrote,” an unfinished idea and story

that he is still figuring out. Lamar’s rendering of Tupac’s voice makes me think about the DJ

Spooky statement “the voice you speak with may not be your own.” Tupac’s ghostly voice and

Lamar’s search for his own voice blend to present Tupac as a mouthpiece for not only himself but

Lamar.

At surface level Lamar resurrects and interviews Tupac Shakur because of regional ties to West

Coast hip hop and a nearly standard declaration in rap of Shakur’s influence and fandom. He is

arguably the most celebrated and iconic figure in hip hop. Shakur’s untimely death and open

struggles with seeking balance between fame and personal responsibility mold him as hip hop’s

shining prince. Shakur’s family ties with the Black Panther Party – a member of the Panthers once

called him an “eternal cub” – positioned him to use hip hop as a mouthpiece for contemporary

Black protest. But Shakur’s branding of protest and hip hop was messy, in part because of a

working understanding and maneuvering of his image as controversial and commercially

successful.
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“KENDRICK LAMAR” by Flickr user

Pemberton Music Festival (Credit: Andy Holmes), CC BY-NC 2.0)

The “Mortal Man” interview signifies sound’s ability to usefully bridge past and present social,

cultural, and political moments. Lamar’s sonic evoking of Tupac Shakur demonstrates hip hop as a

space of Black youth political protest. Lamar uses sound to render hip hop temporality and re-

emphasize Black popular culture as a departure point for recognizing contemporary Black angst.

The shrinking mediums of spaces available to indicate why and how #BlackLivesMatter position

the sonic as a work bench for engaging race relations in a deemed post-racial era. The “Mortal

Man” interview serves as a blueprint for connecting hip hop to longstanding conversations about

Black protest as a (messy) cultural product.

—

Featured image: “Shot by Drew: Kendrick Lamar” by Flickr user The Come Up Show, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

—

Regina Bradley recently completed her PhD at Florida State University in African American

Literature. Her dissertation is titled “Race to Post: White Hegemonic Capitalism and Black

Empowerment in 21st Century Black Popular Culture and Literature.” She is a regular writer for 

Sounding Out!

—
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I’ve been hesitant to write about Kendrick Lamar’s 2015 album To Pimp a Butterfly (TPAB) because there are layers to the shit. Sonic, cultural, and political layers that need time to breathe and manifest. Some of those layers are pedagogical. For example, Brian Mooney brilliantly paired the album with Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye to help students work through themes of Black consciousness and self-love. Mooney’s lesson plan garnered Lamar’s attention and a recent visit with Mooney students. Lamar’s open grappling with art and blackness throw him into heavy debates about his worth as a cultural and even literary icon. Yet Lamar’s formula of introspective angst – the use of battling his own demons to shed light on broader American society – pulls me to think about how Lamar and TPAB fit into a long standing trajectory of Black folks’ self-examination in art as a frame for larger critiques of racial politics in American society.
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I’m drawn to TPAB’s outro of the final track of the album “Mortal Man.” “Mortal Man” sonically invokes Lamar’s struggle to assume a position as a gatekeeper of a branch of hip hop that focuses on Black community and self-actualization. The track includes a sample from a 1994 Tupac Shakur interview with Swedish music journalist Mats Nileskär. Lamar positions himself as the interviewer, asking a different set of questions that engages Shakur about walking the fault lines of fame, fortune, and Black consciousness in this current cycle of hip hop. The construction and execution of the interview revisits the lines between hip hop’s collective and generational responsibilities via Lamar and Shakur’s interaction. Their conversation moves from creative (and creating) political protest to larger philosophical questions within hip hop: self-consciousness, mortality, and death. Lamar parallels his angst with Tupac using his voice, with Tupac himself heralded as hip hop’s martyred t.h.u.g. with a conscience. In this contemporary moment where Black men’s mortality and worth is attached to being a thug and a problem, Lamar poses Shakur in “Mortal Man” as a keystone for connecting popular scripts with cultural expectations of Black masculinity and agency in the United States.





The song “Mortal Man” launches the interview. The track can be considered a double sample – it uses Houston Person’s cover of Fela Kuti’s song “I No Get Eye for Back.” Lamar’s voice is clear but the background track soft and subdued, forcing the listener to pay full attention to Lamar’s voice, which interrogates what it takes for one to be loyal or respected in mainstream America. Percussion (bass kicks, acoustic drums, soft piano chords) and bass guitar chords annotate Lamar’s solemn lyrical delivery. A horn and woodwind medley – lead by Houston’s tenor sax playing – punctuate Lamar’s chorus:


When the shit hit the fan, is you still a fan?


When the shit his the fan, is you still a fan?


Want you to look to your left and right, make sure you ask your friends




The instrumental accompaniment is soft and steady, suggesting Lamar’s question is a continuous negotiation or checklist for one’s proclamation of loyalty and respect. Lamar’s repetition of “when the shit hit the fan is you still a fan” addresses his fanbase and the followers of other notable Black cultural and creative leaders. They, like Lamar, are usefully flawed – whether by accusation or self-proclamation – and use their flaws to further their cause. Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, Moses, Malcolm X, and Michael Jackson all exhibited social-cultural and political agency for (Black) folks. Yet they also suffered scrutiny and disregard because of their personal lives or less-than-respectable experiences.
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I am especially intrigued by Lamar’s reference to Malcolm X as “Detroit Red,” a nickname X had as a young hellraiser before his conversion to Islam. Lamar’s reference to X in his youth here speaks to larger questions of respectability, Black youth, and protest. Detroit Red is young, flawed but influential, similar to Lamar and other young Black folks leading protests in this contemporary moment. Lamar’s roll call suggests a struggle with the question of authority, both as a creator of Black culture and how his music implies a larger struggle of contemporary Black agency and angst. Interviewing Tupac brings Lamar’s struggle to a head, evoking Shakur’s voice as a culturally recognizable authority of hip hop’s commercial progress and cultural process. The trope of a flawed nature as a departure point for creative expression and agency is a theme that runs throughout TPAB and the rest of Lamar’s musical catalogue.


The musical accompaniment to the “Mortal Man” song fades out and against a backdrop of silence Lamar begins to recite what he states is an unfinished piece. He begins, “I remember when you was conflicted,” which implies he is talking to himself or talking to someone else. The background silence that leads to Lamar and Shakur’s conversation is as telling as the conversation itself, sonically alluding both to Lamar’s ‘quiet’ struggles of self-affirmation and the possibility that someone other than the audience is listening. The quiet is Lamar’s moment of clarity; the listeners are with him at his most vulnerable moment. He uses the silence to focus attention on himself and without the ‘outside noise’ of others’ beliefs and impressions of his music and purpose.
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Although the interview takes place over 20 years earlier, Tupac’s answers are clear and ‘live.’ Shakur’s initial voice is pensive and calculating – he sounds like he is thinking through his responses as he speaks – but later sounds more relaxed, laughing and talking louder and faster. The decreasing formality of Shakur’s answers suggests his increasing comfort with the interviewer as well as confidence in his own answers (and ultimately in sharing his beliefs). Lamar’s use of Shakur’s voice serves as the ultimate form of crate digging, using an obscure (or rare) radio interview sample to create his own voice in hip hop. Lamar’s engagement with Shakur serves memory as a cultural archive and as a cultural production. He not only preserves Shakur’s legacy in his own words but uses Shakur as a departure point for how to blur acts of listening for hip hop fans in a digital age.


The act of listening takes center stage for the interview. The interview is presented as an informal sitdown, reminiscent of what takes place during studio sessions: artists share new material and garner advice from veteran artists. Both rookies and veteran artist listen for new perspectives and listening for suggestions to approach a topic or track. Listening here shows Lamar’s awe and respect of Shakur’s perspective and artistry but also hints at how his conversation with Shakur is ultimately a conversation with himself. Lamar starts the conversation with an unfinished piece about his angsts regarding commercial success and how it conflicts with his creative process. He then moves on to asking Shakur about how he grapples with his creative and political consciousness. The listening work taking place here is critical and archival: without Lamar’s (and Lamar’s audience) interest in Shakur’s creative process his voice loses authority and ultimately its power.
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Tupac’s sonic ‘resurrection’ signifies his lasting effect in hip hop while serving as a springboard for Lamar’s own pondering about the purpose of his music and the burden of its success. Unlike the visual representation of Shakur via hologram at the 2012 Coachella Music Festival, Lamar’s use of Tupac’s sonic likeness offers an alternative entry point for engaging Tupac’s work outside of his rapping. For example, much of Shakur’s social-political work takes place in his poetry i.e. his collection of poetry The Rose that Grew from Concrete. Further, the ‘thingness’ of the hologram, a physical and technological manifestation of hip hop fans’ and artists’ revering of Tupac’s image and death, makes me think about the type of work the hologram was expected to perform as compared to the sonic ‘ghostliness’ of Tupac’s voice on Lamar’s track. If, as John Jennings suggests, the hologram manifested Tupac as a “ghost in the machine,” how does Tupac’s voice work as a ghost in the machine? On a visceral level hearing Tupac’s voice in conversation with Kendrick Lamar stirs feelings about whether or not he is dead or alive and his immortality as a hip hop icon.


Where the Coachella hologram visualized Tupac Shakur spirit, “Mortal Man” sonically evokes his spirit and the connection between his (im)mortality and storytelling. Lamar says: “Sometimes I be like. . .get behind a mic and I don’t what type of energy I’ma push out or where it comes from.” Shakur responds “because the spirits, we ain’t really even rappin’, we just letting our dead homies tell stories for us.” Listening to Shakur’s use of “we” out of historical context – the interview took place in 1994, 21 years before “Mortal Man” – suggests that Tupac himself is among the dead. He is a “dead homie” and telling a story that Lamar himself is trying to relay to his audience and himself. Yet the lingering possibility of Tupac’s mortality – most embodied in Tupac’s silence after Lamar’s discussion of the significance of a caterpillar to the album – is a powerful moment of protest. Shakur’s quiet and Lamar’s attempt to “call him back,” signifies a period in the conversation. Lamar is left to fend for himself, fighting a “fight he can’t win.” There is also the possibility that his exchange with Shakur is “just some shit he wrote,” an unfinished idea and story that he is still figuring out. Lamar’s rendering of Tupac’s voice makes me think about the DJ Spooky statement “the voice you speak with may not be your own.” Tupac’s ghostly voice and Lamar’s search for his own voice blend to present Tupac as a mouthpiece for not only himself but Lamar.


At surface level Lamar resurrects and interviews Tupac Shakur because of regional ties to West Coast hip hop and a nearly standard declaration in rap of Shakur’s influence and fandom. He is arguably the most celebrated and iconic figure in hip hop. Shakur’s untimely death and open struggles with seeking balance between fame and personal responsibility mold him as hip hop’s shining prince. Shakur’s family ties with the Black Panther Party – a member of the Panthers once called him an “eternal cub” – positioned him to use hip hop as a mouthpiece for contemporary Black protest. But Shakur’s branding of protest and hip hop was messy, in part because of a working understanding and maneuvering of his image as controversial and commercially successful.
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The “Mortal Man” interview signifies sound’s ability to usefully bridge past and present social, cultural, and political moments. Lamar’s sonic evoking of Tupac Shakur demonstrates hip hop as a space of Black youth political protest. Lamar uses sound to render hip hop temporality and re-emphasize Black popular culture as a departure point for recognizing contemporary Black angst. The shrinking mediums of spaces available to indicate why and how #BlackLivesMatter position the sonic as a work bench for engaging race relations in a deemed post-racial era. The “Mortal Man” interview serves as a blueprint for connecting hip hop to longstanding conversations about Black protest as a (messy) cultural product.
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