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TO PIMP A BUTTERFLY

 


Praise for the series:

 

It was only a matter of time before a clever publisher realized that there is an audience for whom Exile on Main Street or Electric Ladyland are as significant and worthy of study as The Catcher in the Rye or Middlemarch . . . The series . . . is freewheeling and eclectic, ranging from minute rock-geek analysis to idiosyncratic personal celebration —The New York Times Book Review

Ideal for the rock geek who thinks liner notes just aren’t enough —Rolling Stone

One of the coolest publishing imprints on the planet—Bookslut

These are for the insane collectors out there who appreciate fantastic design, well-executed thinking, and things that make your house look cool. Each volume in this series takes a seminal album and breaks it down in startling minutiae. We love these. We are huge nerds—Vice

A brilliant series . . . each one a work of real love—NME (UK)

Passionate, obsessive, and smart—Nylon

Religious tracts for the rock ’n’ roll faithful—Boldtype

[A] consistently excellent series—Uncut (UK)

We . . . aren’t naive enough to think that we’re your only source for reading about music (but if we had our way . . . watch out). For those of you who really like to know everything there is to know about an album, you’d do well to check out Bloomsbury’s “33 1/3” series of books—Pitchfork


For reviews of individual titles in the series, please visit our blog at 333sound.com


and our website at http://www.bloomsbury.com/musicandsoundstudies


Follow us on Twitter: @333books


Like us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/33.3books

For a complete list of books in this series, see the back of this book.







Forthcoming in the series:


Blackout by Natasha Lasky


I Want You by Derrais Carter


That’s the Way of the World by Dwight E. Brooks


Fontanelle by Selena Chambers


Come to My Garden by Brittnay L. Proctor


Nightbirds by Craig Seymour


Come Away with ESG by Cheri Percy


Time’s Up by Kimberly Mack


BBC Radiophonic Workshop—A Retrospective by William Weir


Madvillainy by Will Hagle


Beauty and the Beat by Lisa Whittington-Hill

 

and many more . . .



Rap is a technologically sophisticated project in African-American recuperation and revision.

—Tricia Rose1
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Figures


3.1 Kendrick Lamar at the 58th Annual Grammy Awards


Preface

This project springs from a personal place and I have been writing toward this book for many years. Kendrick and I are the same age and we grew up a few miles from each other, separated by the blocks that divide Compton and Long Beach (northside). We survived black adolescence in Los Angeles at a time when the state and its agents were determined to instill law and order and consolidate methods of punishment at the cost of many lives. We share the memories of Latasha Harlins, Rodney King, and too many others whose lives were foreshortened by debilitating poverty, brutalizing police forces, and unjust laws. We also share the embodied knowledge that music is capable of soothing a city burned barren by uprising. From what I know, Kendrick and I had vastly different upbringings—his gang-affiliated and dangerous, mine upwardly mobile and shielded—yet we are both shaped by the dramatic climate of black Los Angeles in the age of mass incarceration. We grew into poets who, in our own ways, are both invested in literacy and uplift for black communities.

Kendrick Lamar offers listeners a personal narrative that examines what it means to stay healthy and whole in a system of racial capitalism that negates self-determination and cuts short promising lives. In the popular sphere, Kendrick’s music echoes bright against a redundant background of rap clichés by celebrating aliveness and liberating love.1

The act of introspection and rigorous love are socially and politically transformative, especially for those who have been cast as incapable of reason and as unworthy of receiving care and compassion. I recognize Kendrick as an organic intellectual who is an unparalleled writer and thoughtful performer who crafts philosophical albums with staying power—albums that invite replay and re-listening. As Kendrick says, “I want you to live with it . . . grow with it. At the end of the day, I make albums that have that kind of longevity.”2


My voice and this book differ from studies in circulation. Marcus J. Moore’s book The Butterfly Effect provides a stunning chronicle of the artist’s rise from adolescence to stardom—Moore’s behind-the-scenes account of studio sessions is especially compelling. Other outlets like Cole Cuchna’s Dissect podcast and the crowdsourced annotation website Genius unpack the layered, complex story that Kendrick composes on To Pimp a Butterfly. They each offer great track-by-track and line-by-line breakdowns of the album’s narrative. However, in my estimation, too many publications have been invested in translating Kendrick’s “enigmatic” mode storytelling in ways that feel like the translation of “blackness” for white readerships, an endeavor in which I have no investment. Instead, I strive to contextualize the artist. I want to celebrate the brilliant hues and textures of Kendrick’s dynamic artistry and, for me, so much of this dynamism comes from the citational richness of the music. Legacies, lineages, linkages—this book is obsessed with history because Kendrick Lamar is obsessed with history and because to truly wrestle


Track Listing

1.	Wesley’s Theory

2.	For Free? (Interlude)

3.	King Kunta

4.	Institutionalized

5.	These Walls

6	u

7.	Alright

8.	For Sale? (Interlude)

9.	Momma

10.	Hood Politics

11.	How Much a Dollar Cost?

12.	Complexion (A Zulu Love)

13.	The Blacker the Berry

14.	You Ain’t Gotta Lie (Momma Said)

15.	i

16.	Mortal Man
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