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INTRODUCTION


In the two decades since his first arrival on the West Coast rap scene, Kendrick Lamar has evolved from a troubled Compton kid stuttering on the street corner to a creative genius responsible for breaking down major cultural barriers. Along the way he has earned a feast of inspiring titles, from the “voice of a generation” to “Hood Beethoven”, “Pulitzer Kenny” to the “poet laureate of hip-hop” – all of which highlight just how highly influential and important he has become. To put it simply, Kendrick is the undisputed GOAT.


Fearless, innovative, philosophical... Kendrick Lamar is a storyteller who unites all of these elements with style and substance into a career that has not only defined his generation but defied it too. To him, his role as the “greatest rapper alive” is more than just a responsibility, it’s a calling – he is on a mission from God to enlighten the world one verse at a time. It’s clearly working.


A Pulitzer Prize-winning, multi-million-selling, culture-reckoning force of nature, and an artist who regularly breaks the Internet with a killer turn of phrase, Kendrick has redefined what rap and hip-hop can be in a masterful blend of soaring, searing, sermons with pinpoint social commentary all set to earthquake-sized beats that can’t help but shake your feet. Put simply: he’s not like us.


After all, how many other artists can make global headlines for their beef with another hip-hop superstar – then go on to perform the iconic diss track on the biggest stage in the world: the Super Bowl.


This Little Guide to Kendrick Lamar is loaded with the rapper’s signature wit, wisdom and wicked way with words, a tiny tome that makes for an ideal introduction to the iconic artist, as well as the perfect present for long-time, loyal fans. He has millions of both, trust us. Enjoy!
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COMPTON LIFE


Kendrick Lamar’s origin story is filled with riots and lootings, gangbanging and drive-by shootings, as he survived hood life in Los Angeles’s most notorious badland: Compton.


A straight-A student at Centennial High School in Compton, LA (the same school as future mentor Dr. Dre), Kendrick was always a unique unknown to his peers, a softly-spoken deep thinker – and a gang all to himself…








[image: Open quotation.]


My father is a complete realist. My mother is the dreamer. That’s my DNA – the yin and the yang. It starts there first, before I even heard any type of melody or lyric.


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on what makes him he who he is, interview with Rick Rubin, GQ, October 20, 2016.
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My mom and my pops were influential. They played everything to me – Gangsta rap to oldies. You’d hear Snoop, Dre and then you’d hear Marvin Gaye on the next track. I’d stay in my corner, listening, and eventually they’d say, ‘What you’ve got to do in life is find something positive.’


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on the powerful influence of his mother and father, interview with Sryon, HipHopDX, August 28, 2012.
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One day, my pops told me: ‘A man is one who sticks to what he has decided, not what others have decided for him. Be your own gang.’


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on his father’s advice about gang life in Compton, LA, interview with Stéphanie Binet, Le Monde, March 15, 2025.
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My pops, he was tough. He was militant. He never showed no weakness. He never showed any emotion that could garner a one-up from the person sitting across from him. I experienced that not knowing I had them same traits.


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on his childhood and his relationship with his father, Interview with SZA, Harpers’ Bazaar, October 21, 2024.
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99 per cent of my music is specific events.


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on the autobiographical quality of his lyrical subject matter, interview with Dorian Lynskey, The Guardian, June 21, 2015.







Kendrick’s surname, Lamar, is actually his middle name. He was born Kendrick Lamar Duckworth – hence his first stage name, K.Dot – on June 17, 1987, in Compton, Los Angeles.


The rapper’s mother, Paula, gave him the name Kendrick after the singer Eddie Kendricks from iconic Motown group, The Temptations. His father, Kenny, approved.
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On the day I was born, my pops was playing Big Daddy Kane when I actually came from the hospital. He was blasting the music and my mom’s cussing his ass out all the way to Compton!


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on his father’s deep love of hip-hop music, interview with Zack O’Malley Greenburg, Forbes, November 14, 2017.







To date, Kendrick has released six highly influential studio albums.


His biggest-selling album so far was DAMN., which was the seventh biggest album of 2017 and sold more than four million copies worldwide.


1. Section.80 (2011)


2. Good Kid, M.A.A.D City (2012)


3. To Pimp a Butterfly (2015)


4. DAMN. (2017)


5. Mr. Morale & the Big Steppers (2022)


6. GNX (2024)


Which is your favourite?
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In Chicago, my mom told my dad, ‘I can’t fuck with you if you ain’t trying to better yourself. We can’t be in the streets forever.’ They were going to move to San Bernardino, but my auntie Tina was in Compton. She got ’em a hotel until they got on their feet, and my mom got a job at McDonald’s. For the first couple of years they slept in their car or motels, or in the park when it was hot enough. Eventually, they saved enough money to get their first apartment, and that’s when they had me.


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on his parents’ earliest movements, from their gang-affiliated troubles in Chicago to their move to Compton in 1984, believing it would be safer, interview with Marcus J. Moore, The Nation, October 8, 2020.
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As a teenager, the majority of my interactions with police were… not good. There were a few good cops who were actually protecting the community. But then you have ones from the Valley. They never met me in their life, but since I’m a kid in basketball shorts and a white T-shirt, they want to slam me on the hood of the car. Sixteen years old. Even if someone’s not a good kid, that don’t give them the right to slam a minor on the ground, or pull a pistol on him.


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on being a victim of police brutality and racial profiling as a kid, interview with Marcus J. Moore, The Nation, October 8, 2020.
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My parents were fairly young in Compton. They were the hip crowd. So I was exposed to all these new artists, from Big Daddy Kane to Eazy-E to the Bay Area – Too Short, E-40 – to Marvin Gaye and the Isley Brothers. Their field of music just broadened my ideas to come. But I never would’ve thought in a million years that I’d be doing it.


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on icons and influences as his inspiration, interview with Lisa Robinson, Vanity Fair, June 28, 2018.





[image: Open quotation.]


Nothing is ever sugar-coated in Compton. You wake up every morning and pray to God that you see another.


[image: Close quotation.]


Kendrick, on his childhood in Compton, interview with Sryon, HipHopDX, August 28, 2012.





[image: Open quotation.]


A guy was out there serving his narcotics and somebody rolled up with a shotgun and blew his chest out. It did something to me right then and there. It let me know that this is not only something that I’m looking at, but it’s something that maybe I have to get used to.
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