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Preface



There are few artists in the history of hip-hop who have managed to establish a legacy, maintain their integrity, and achieve longevity. One of the true pioneers, LL Cool J, has reached commercial heights as a rapper, TV and film actor, label owner, and author and has done so consistently for over thirty years. In 2017, he became the first rapper to receive the Kennedy Center Honors for his lifetime contribution to American culture. LL was Marshall Mathers’s first childhood hero and inspiration; it was his music, before N.W.A, Naughty by Nature, and Onyx, that Marshall blasted in his Walkman as a teen walking down 8 Mile. Over the years, the two have formed a friendship of mutual respect. The following is an interview with LL Cool J exclusive to this book.


In 1998, I was in the studio experimenting with Dr. Dre on the song “Zoom” and quite a few other songs. When we took a break, he played me a few tracks by a kid named Marshall that he was producing. It was dope. I loved the sarcasm, the cockiness, the arrogance, the creativity, and all the shit talking. It really resonated with me in a strong way. There were a few lines that I thought were very good, but he had this one—“How can I be white, I don’t even exist” (“Role Model”). That one stayed with me.


When I first met Marshall, I ran that line by him, and I think it took him by surprise. I had no idea how much he was into my music growing up. I was glad to discover that he’s a humble guy, that he saves it for the music, and that in person he’s none of what he is on record. We’ve met on quite a few occasions since then; we’ve talked and vibed, and we have a great friendship. Marshall is a real talented guy, a great writer; he’s witty and willing to take risks, which is important if you’re going to have a long career in this business.


If you do what we do and you get that break and become a successful artist, you go through the honeymoon phase. At that point you’re so popular and the public is so in love with you that you can take a shit on a fucking cookie, and everybody will love it. Enjoy that, because after the honeymoon is over, you actually have to stand up and make something that tastes good. That was the true test, and Marshall passed it.


When I look at what it means to be a true artist, it’s not about the first five, seven, or even ten years. To me, it’s what you’re doing after that, if you’re doing anything at all. The biggest challenge is to not be above it all, to keep caring if you’re successful. Hip-hop is funny because the more successful you become, the less people think you care about the art itself, especially if you start to display the trappings of success. In hip-hop, present-day success can cannibalize your future success. Let me be specific with you: if you’re purely living in hip-hop culture, you won’t have an issue. But if you’re successful in rap music and don’t continue to live in hip-hop culture, you’ll run into trouble. Subconsciously, hip-hop fans recognize this when they see it because hip-hop is an attitude; it’s a mind-set, and it’s a way of life. KRS-One said it best when he said, “Rap is something you do; hip-hop is something you live.” If you’re successful and continue to live within hip-hop culture, you’ll be fine. Step too far outside of where you’re from, and you’ll definitely get spanked.


Em has done a good job of staying close to what he is and what he believes in. He hasn’t deviated from who he is, and he’s made some creative choices as a rapper. He’s ventured outside his base, but he’s always circled back. He’s had the normal ups and downs of any post–honeymoon phase rapper and come out fine. He’s still doing big shows and touring the world. He’s got a real career, and you gotta respect that. He’s never followed, and he’s trusted his own creative voice and vision; those are the keys. When the metric for success is your love for the project and the inspiration it creates, for others as well as for you, then you’re in good shape. When you start paying too much attention to what people are writing or saying about you or your sales or streams, you’re in trouble. At that point you’re not an artist. You’re a song maker; you’re a hack. It’s better to be an artist who hasn’t sold a million but is supremely respected by your peers. If you get both of those things, great, but it’s about being true to your art. Do that, and believe me—the rest follows.


Em got both.


But we can’t ignore the level that his career has gone to simply because he’s white. There are certain states in America, media organizations, corporate sponsors, and doors that are opened for him because of his skin color. Those doors were not and will not be opened for me or other black artists. It’s not everybody, but certain organizations feel a certain way about black artists that they don’t about white ones. This isn’t new, and it hasn’t changed.


When Run-DMC, Beastie Boys, and I were all coming up together, Beastie Boys were being played on radio stations that wouldn’t even consider playing my stuff even if it was the same shit. And in some ways, it was because we were all on the same label and Rick Rubin produced all of us! Em can attribute a great portion of his success—the more commercial side of what he’s done—to that little extra turbo boost he gets from being white.


That being said, it would be unfair to even suggest that his color is the only reason he’s successful and that he has no talent. It’s nothing for black artists to be bitter about because that can disturb your creativity, which goes against everything I believe in. But if we didn’t recognize it, we would all be liars.


Put it this way: look at Jay-Z and the great things he’s done. But what if he was white? Trump had something to say to Snoop; he didn’t have shit to say to Em—probably because he knows that fanbase is a lot of who votes for him. America is my home, but it is funny here, man. Em has opened doors for more artists, and he has expanded the genre of hip-hop and taken it to new heights. But it’s kinda like Motown. All of white America knew about Motown, but they didn’t go out of their way to support the individual artists. It took Michael Jackson thirty years to reach those heights! He started at eight years old and had to be the most talented motherfucker in the world to do it.


All that aside, at the end of the day, Em is an incredibly talented artist. He is a dope MC, a bad motherfucker on the mic, and a bad motherfucker on stage. He has done amazing work, and he continues to do so. He has made lyricism important, and he has taken the gospel of hip-hop around the world in a big way. He’s done dope shit he didn’t have to do, like paying it forward, putting 50 Cent on, and doing what he did with D12. And 8 Mile was beautiful, artistic stuff. He is legitimately talented as a rapper by every measure: voice, flow, content, everything. I have supreme respect for Em. I love him, he’s a good dude, and he will always be important to hip-hop because he’s a big piece of this story that continues to be told.


And that is because Em is connected to the essence of hip-hop, which is always being true to your roots and where you come from. That’s the secret, and it’s simple and beautiful. I got into rap music to feel empowered, feel good about myself, boost my self-esteem, do dope shit, and have my voice be heard. If I stay in that mode, I can’t go wrong. When I start talking about my fancy watch and car too much, my shit goes a little haywire. I love the aspect of truth at the root of hip-hop culture. I love it when KRS is true, and I love how Rakim can wear his gold chains, but he remains true. And I love Em because no matter what he does, he is true. No matter how big hip-hop has become—regardless of the money, the fame, the stadiums, and all that—empowerment is still the heart of hip-hop. Picture it like a series of concentric circles: when you’re being true, you’re standing inside that center, in your core. No matter how many layers or circles of success your career has to it, what can anyone say as long as you stand in that core, staying true to your bull’s-eye?















Introduction: The Storm, October 10, 2017



It was, in every way, your average modern-day awards show. Prevailing favorites won their categories, and the nominee lists were slightly off, embodying both the paying public’s tastes and the media’s self-congratulatory ones. That said, since its debut in 2006, the BET Hip Hop Awards has remained one of the better shows out there for a few reasons: it is focused on one genre, it is in step with and tied to a dedicated culture, and it remains conscious and celebrates the music’s history. Unlike, say, the Best New Artist Award at the Grammys, the BET Hip Hop Awards typically celebrates artists that make a splash in the actual year they win the award rather than the year the voting members of the board finally choose to acknowledge them. These qualities make the show entertaining and current. Plus, in award-show terms, it’s short, clocking in at around ninety minutes. That’s as long as the Oscars Red Carpet show alone.


There was a significant upward tick in the viewership of all live televised awards shows in 2013 and 2014, when the general public, famous and not, became enamored with social media, particularly live-tweeting. With so much rich fodder to opine over in real time, awards shows became events both on and off the internet. But all that faded, perhaps as our political and social climate darkened, taking the tone of much social media with it. Whatever the cause, from the Grammys to the Oscars to the Emmys to the MTV Music Awards as well as to BET’s longer-format, broader-focused namesake BET Awards, audiences have thinned drastically. In 2018, the Grammys hit a nine-year low, with 19.8 million viewers (down 24 percent), and the Oscars hit an all-time low of 26.5 million (down 20 percent from the year before), while ratings for the beleaguered MTV Video Music Awards (VMAs) slumped from 9.8 million in 2015 to just 5.23 million in 2018, a loss of nearly half its audience in three years.


By comparison, the BET Hip Hop Awards is doing well. Its ratings have dipped significantly from the 2015 peak of 6.26 million viewers but have remained stable at around 1.6 to 1.9 million viewers ever since, a number that doesn’t account for abundant streams of the event on the BET website, as most millennials don’t believe in paying for cable (or anything else consumed via screen). This is also due, no doubt, to the fact that as of 2017, according to Nielsen, for the first time, hip-hop has become the most popular genre of music consumed in the United States, powered by a 72 percent increase in on-demand audio streaming.


BET’s Hip Hop Awards gets things mostly right. In 2017, Kendrick Lamar deservedly took home a few trophies (he holds the record for most awarded artist, with three more than Jay-Z and one more than Drake), as did breakout star Cardi B and host DJ Khaled. At a time when a sea of facially tattooed, rainbow-dreadlocked “lil’ yung” rappers sipping lean and dropping Xanax have made their way off SoundCloud and onto the Billboard charts, it was refreshing to see a mainstream outlet like BET continuing to honor the pillars of hip-hop. Shows like the now-extinct Freestyle Friday celebrated battle raps, pitting two rappers against each other in a two-round competition. Many of the contestants were signed to record deals after their appearances, and at least one, Jin, went on to star in 2 Fast 2 Furious. At the Hip Hop Awards, the Cypher series continues this tradition, allowing emerging and underground artists to deliver bars alongside established stars. The cyphers are divided into groups, with ten to fifteen rappers participating on average, with the footage screened throughout the show. It’s always a highlight and one of the mainstays that true fans look forward to because it’s a chance to discover someone they may have heard about more than heard or an opportunity to see an artist they already respect prove their skills.


The 2017 BET Awards featured a round of cyphers with artists like 6lack, Fat Joe, Belly, Conway, Axel Leon, Ball Greezy, and more. Those were great. But then they aired a cypher that stood out from the regularly scheduled programming. It was just one rapper, a cappella, no beats, no DJ. You couldn’t call it a cypher; it was a one-sided battle rap between Eminem and an absent opponent, Donald Trump, the forty-fifth president of the United States, a man who spits more lies in a week than a rapper with his first platinum chain and no record deal. In the eleven-year history of the show, the producers had never given one artist the mic to be so overtly political. Then again, these times are unlike any we’ve ever seen, and the chance to air what they did doesn’t come around every day.


Stalking an invisible opponent, pacing in an invisible ring, his hood up, his hands punctuating his words, Marshall Mathers’s bold-eyed aggression burned a hole in the camera. This was more than a battle rap; it was a true freestyle, made up on the spot, off the top of his head, for four minutes. He started and stopped, changing rhyme schemes to emphasize each verse’s message, all of them painting a picture of just how terrible and dangerous Donald Trump is to America and the world.




From his endorsement of Bannon


Support for the Klansmen


Tiki torches in hand for the soldier that’s black


And comes home from Iraq


And is still told to go back to Africa


Fork and a dagger in this racist 94-year-old grandpa


Who keeps ignoring our past, historical, deplorable factors.





His performance was arresting. As a lyricist and a battle rapper, he is, without question, one of the greatest of all time. But more importantly, at a moment when freestyle rap had been labeled old school or had come to describe “improvised” verses that are performed live but not featured in the original recording, Eminem revitalized the essence of the art form. If a “freestyle” is now just a new verse, it’s more of a bonus track, an added solo, most likely prepared beforehand. This wasn’t that at all. Sure, every rapper has a few lines in mind to start a spontaneous cypher, a couple of couplets in their pocket to get the ball rolling. Today’s popular rappers, many of whom are skilled at writing lyrics and practicing their delivery, would never think to attempt a true freestyle, because they know their weakness would be revealed. Consequently, few can deliver machine gun–fast rhymes off the top of their heads about current events and our president the way Eminem can and the way he did.


“The Storm,” as that slam poem has come to be called, isn’t Eminem’s greatest work, but it wasn’t intended to be. It was a telegram to the White House and to Eminem’s widespread fan base. That said, there are moments of brilliance and virtuosity in those four minutes. It was recorded on the eighth floor of a Detroit parking structure on a Friday morning a week before the BET Awards as employees of Comerica and the Wayne County government shuffled into work. Backed by colleagues Royce da 5′9″, Kid Vishis, and newly signed Shady Records artists Boogie, Westside Gunn, and Conway, plus a few classic Detroit cars from the ’80s, Eminem did about eight takes.


As usual, Eminem was called out for being a white man in an African American game. Rapper Vince Staples shot off a number of negative tweets, among them one calling Eminem’s verse “garbage,” and he later told Pitchfork, “My favorite thing about the Eminem freestyle is the wall of dark-skinned black people behind him. That was great.” While Staples may have been right when he said that if he, as a black rapper, delivered some of the same lines, he wouldn’t be taken seriously, he also completely missed the point. Eminem didn’t do the freestyle to show off new verses because, let’s face it, he’s proven himself capable of so much better. What he did was utilize his privilege—if you want to call it “white,” that’s fine—but I’m talking about his privilege as Eminem. He made a choice, as an internationally iconic artist, and yes, a white one, to take a stand and make a point in as big a way as possible. As we would see in the months that followed, he was just getting started. But that night, on BET, on the Black Entertainment Network, the point he chose to make was more important. Beyond taking Trump down in a hailstorm of poignant insults, the fieriest portion of his cypher was focused on turning his white privilege on its ass. The final and most vehemently delivered lines in “The Storm” have nothing to do with Trump at all; they’re aimed at his fan base.




And any fan of mine who’s a supporter of his


I’m drawing in the sand a line, you’re either for or against


And if you can’t decide who you like more and you’re split


On who you should stand beside, I’ll do it for you with this:


Fuck you!





As a white rapper from a broken trailer park home, it’s safe to assume that Eminem has his fair share of fans in Trump’s America. Factor in his anger, his honesty, and his rebel stance, and it’s not crazy to assume that there are plenty of poor, red-blooded red state voters who preparty for Trump rallies by blasting “Lose Yourself.” Eminem knows this, and it was at them, as much as at Trump, that this cypher was aimed.


Eminem has enjoyed massive success as an artist and is financially set for life, so one could argue that alienating his Trump-loving fans was a relatively low-risk gamble. But again, that’s not quite the point. He did two things in this freestyle: he called the president of the United States a racist, in effect referencing the institutional racism that still plagues our country, and he blatantly challenged his fans to reassess their loyalties and their values. As he stared down the camera, all verbs and vitriol, he was glaring at them as much as he was Donald Trump. He had every right to use his platform as he saw fit, and if he made a right-wing fan question or change his or her mind, then his cypher was a success.


As someone who knew Marshall Mathers way back when, who carefully chronicled his rise and most essential years and has ever since always watched his evolution, I found this moment to be significant. I saw the seeds of something that, to be honest, I’d almost written off. I never dismissed Marshall as an artist, but I had put him on pause. I’d listened carefully to every one of his records and was up to date on all his movements, but I’d noticed a shift in his work artistically that I understood but was not always riveted by. Over the course of the past fifteen years, since I wrote Whatever You Say I Am: The Life and Times of Eminem, Marshall went through ups and downs equally as traumatic as his childhood. He reaped the benefits of commercial and artistic success, but he also suffered greatly, losing his best friend; going through divorce, remarriage, and redivorce with Kim; and almost succumbing to his chemical demons. Yet somehow, through downward spiral and rebirth, he carved out a niche that went beyond his skills as a lyricist and rapper. He created a sound whose origin story could be heard in his early work but that had come into its own. It was as emotional and confessional as early tracks like “If I Had” and “Rock Bottom,” but sleekly crafted and reimagined as shots aimed more for the charts than the heart. And they worked. They really did: “Love the Way You Lie,” “The Monster,” and “Not Afraid” all peaked at number one, as had Recovery, Marshall Mathers LP 2, Relapse, and Revival. All those albums and all those singles are great and equal to what had initially caught my ear. Personally, I’ve always been more engaged by the wise-ass rhymes in “Drug Ballad,” the blistering sing-song ferocity of “Kill You,” and the songwriting genius of “Stan.” That was Mr. I Just Don’t Give a Fuck, the word-obsessed rebel with an endless clip of rhymes to fire and nothing to lose.


No artist worth his or her weight in platinum ever remains the same; that is not the nature of an artist. I never expected it of Eminem, nor did I criticize any of his choices in the years to follow (not even Encore—as bizarre as it got, the accents were hilarious). I simply didn’t find myself as moved, but all that changed as I watched his freestyle cypher that night on BET. Maybe I was seeing what I wanted to, but it felt to me that this was, in real time, the rekindling of a fire in an artist who is one of the greatest of all time but is also more than the sum of his skills. By nature of his race and backstory, he’s both an unwitting icon and a symbol of American culture in our lifetime. Quite simply, Marshall Mathers is a mirror of the America that made him—the America we live in. His journey embodies the divisiveness, flaws, and widespread afflictions that make this country, and our biggest export, our culture, what it is. Even today, as critics self-appointed and actual declare him an artist past his peak, Eminem is one of the most commercially successful and polarizing figures in global pop culture. Like America itself, he’s undeniable, even if he’s not exactly adored right now.


When I wrote my first book, based on my first cover story for Rolling Stone, the first national cover story on Marshall Mathers anywhere, Eminem’s story was still new, still evolving, still resonating from the back-to-back release of three classic albums and a star turn in 8 Mile. He was the most popular and influential musical artist of the era, and that book told his tale from all angles, from his background to his rise to his significance as a signpost in American culture. It was more than a biography of the man, because understanding such a polarizing figure requires more than just covering the events on the timeline. One must study the influences, the people and places that made him. This book is no different, though the artist and his times have drastically changed. It is a study of an artist who shot to the top so quickly that fame almost took him too soon. It is a story of a rare talent coming back to a very different playing field and finding his way in a whole new inner and outer world. Ultimately it is a story of survival, of being true to yourself and not afraid.


It had been fifteen years since I was inspired to think deeply about Eminem’s significance as an artist, a figure, and a mirror, but when I saw him perform “The Storm,” fully engaged, righteously angry, and honestly letting fly at Trump from the top of his head with a full round of oral ammo, I was energized. In that moment, I knew that he is still a concentrated filter of our times. He never lost his talent, but he had lost his closest friend, his way, and nearly his life. He had been through so much, and though he’d already come back, this was his real return. I saw a new man, not perfect, not trying to be, but no longer a boy. I saw someone who cared enough about his country to use the leverage he had to make a statement that could not be ignored, denied, or misinterpreted. He had nothing to lose, except the fans he no longer wanted. I saw a man who had survived his upbringing and the rocket ship ride to success that I witnessed firsthand back in 1999. This was him not giving a fuck, all grown up. His skills were sharp, his perception was clear, and his message that night was sent from the source—biting, bold, and heavy as a winter Detroit sky.















Chapter 1



A Ton of Bricks


On March 23, 2003, four years and one month after the release of his first major label album, The Slim Shady LP, along with Luis Resto and Jeff Bass, Eminem won the award for Best Original Song at the Seventy-Fifth Annual Oscar Awards, held at the Kodak Theater in Hollywood, California. The song was “Lose Yourself,” from the original soundtrack to 8 Mile, the semiautobiographical film in which he starred. When he won, Eminem was at home in Detroit, asleep in his bed, with his daughter beside him, unintentionally joining a list of stars like Marlon Brando, Elizabeth Taylor, and Katherine Hepburn, all of whom famously won but didn’t attend the ceremony for reasons ranging from outright boycott (Brando) to disinterest in prizes (Hepburn). Marshall Mathers’s motivation was different.


“I was sleeping,” he said. “I was home with my daughter watching cartoons… I felt like I had a snowball’s chance in hell of winning. At that point in my life I felt like rap never got a fair shake at anything.”*


In a very short period of time, over the course of three studio albums plus the soundtrack and film, Eminem had gone from a popular and polarizing outcast to the prism through which many uninitiated around the world came to understand what hip-hop meant and what it meant to America. The message was spread further and wider because Eminem put a white face to the culture, and the Hollywood treatment of his life’s story made it even more universally digestible.


The racial implications of Eminem’s success are something I discussed in depth in my first book, Whatever You Say I Am: The Life and Times of Eminem (Three Rivers Press, 2004), as have many others since then, but that aspect of his story should never be brushed aside no matter how many times the tale is told. He got more headlines because he was white for three reasons: (1) he was an outlier skilled enough to win the acceptance and respect of the gatekeepers of hip-hop culture; (2) the color of his skin made him mainstream white America’s entrée into the most influential African American cultural movement of contemporary times; and (3) because he was white. Eminem didn’t campaign to be that tour guide, but he served as one nonetheless. He never wanted to be a leader, envoy, or example. In fact, he would have been happy with a respected, modestly successful career that never rose above the underground, as long as it provided him a living that could support his family.


Today he has several glass cases full of them, but Eminem has never cared for trophies or accolades. Back in 1997, he participated in the Rap Olympics not to walk home with bragging rights but because he needed the prizes ($500 and a Rolex). He nearly skipped the Forty-Second Annual Grammy Awards ceremony at which he received three nominations and took home two wins, for best Rap Solo Performance (“My Name Is”) and Best Rap Album (The Slim Shady LP). Since then he has been nominated forty-three times and won fifteen, landing him in rarefied company with Jay-Z and Kanye West for the rap artists with the most wins. Aside from memorable musical performances, Eminem has kept his presence and acceptance speeches at award shows to a minimum, because as bombastic as his musical persona has always been, and as hard as it may be for many to believe, he is not that way in real life. He’s a straightforward, no-nonsense blue-collar kid from Detroit, content to mind his own business. He’s funny, he’s mischievous, he’s witty, and he’s genuinely taken with every aspect of creating verses and being an MC.


He’s also never been preoccupied with fame; authenticity and integrity have always meant more to him than accolades and popularity. He eschewed the typical musician success story of relocating to Los Angeles and joining the paparazzi targets posing at events, opting instead to build his world in suburban Detroit, in a gated community, in a nine-thousand-square-foot compound where he wants for nothing and can enjoy some semblance of privacy.* This decision wasn’t a calculated middle finger to the system or what was expected of him; it was a strategy necessary to his survival, because Marshall Mathers nearly died from the side effects of success. As he said in 2002, “Fame hit me like a fucking ton of bricks.”*


“It takes an incredibly grounded person to survive the impact of fame,” says Dr. Donna Rockwell, a clinical psychologist who specializes in mindfulness and celebrity mental health. “Fame is like hitting a wall to a human’s psyche, emotional presence, and understanding, and it causes drastic changes in their interpersonal relationships. It would be good for a person to have had a nice, well-grounded childhood, but that does not create any sort of barrier against having the same things happen to them after fame hits.”*


The concept of celebrity is nothing new; in fact, the concept of people being known because they are popularly recognized, as opposed to being famous for their achievements or positions of power, dates back to eighteenth-century London. At that time, the city displaced the royal court as the preferred site of society’s social scene. A new-money consumer class emerged, fostering forms of urban leisure through interest in theater, coffeehouses, novels, and journalism. As a result, mass curiosity arose surrounding the individuals tied to these disciplines. Rather than follow the royals, the monied, nonaristocratic elite and Londoners of all economic strata became consumed with the intimate stories of their favorite actors and writers. The cycle continued and grew in the mid-nineteenth century, when Paris’s world-famous department stores placed fashion at the center of celebrity by making what a known person was seen wearing as important as the fact that they were seen. Then, in the same era in New York City, society glamorized industry and wealth of any kind and institutionalized the gossip column, creating a new means for the known to be commodified. But it wasn’t until the twentieth century, after the World Wars, that celebrity became a defining presence in the lives of everyday citizens. In his book A Short History of Celebrity (Princeton University Press, 2010), Fred Inglis, emeritus professor of cultural studies at the University of Sheffield, states that radio, television, and Hollywood worked to “restore immediacy and intimacy to human narrative at just the moment when mass modernity made everything in city life seem so anonymous and fragmentary.”* This was the dawn of a new age, one in which celebrity as we take it for granted today was truly born. Dispersed through these new avenues, media created a contradictory marriage of intense familiarity and distance in those who consumed it: stars were now beamed into people’s homes more easily than ever before, making them as familiar as a neighbor yet as remote and untouchable as the supernatural.*


At this point in the history of humanity, the impact of radio and network television is downright quaint compared to how the internet has altered the consumption of media, reality, and the figures celebrated and created therein. The number of available avenues alone, from YouTube to Instagram and Twitter to Facebook, has worked to magnify the sense of familiarity with strangers to a microscopic level. When it comes to the institution of celebrity, I would argue that the same paradox of intimacy and distance that Inglis suggested applies, but the scope has drastically changed. Today, celebrity is allowed no mystery because consumers demand their experience of the famous to be both relatable and attainable. It isn’t enough to be fans; they also need to be friends. Relationships between fan and famous are created through voyeuristic sharing of moments on social media that has become omnipresent in the lives of everyone who chooses to open an account. These relationships with public figures, no matter how intimate their sharing, are simply not real by nature, but they are taken as such now more than ever. Similarly, the sense of distance that once cast the celebrity in an otherworldly, unattainable light has changed by disappearing altogether. The immediacy and constancy of social media has murdered privacy, especially for the famous. In its place is a symbiotic relationship with a power-hungry, hive-minded public that is quick to opine and judge because they regard intimate knowledge of every detail of a celebrity’s life as their right. The public’s sense of otherness when it comes to celebrity has also been replaced with the belief that since the nonfamous are just like them, anyone could be—and should be—famous if they get enough followers on YouTube or Instagram. If Andy Warhol were alive today, he would no doubt be selling fifteen minutes of fame bundled with a new phone and an unlimited data plan.


“Everybody is famous now,” says Dr. Rockwell. “Everybody has their own network, whether it’s YouTube or Instagram or a podcast. The effects of fame are going to impact a larger percentage of society who will fall victim to the same psychological effects of fame and celebrity that our famous people do. The mental health effects of all of that attention are not going to be good for society. There is going to be an increase in narcissistic characteristics, which will leave the person feeling all of the negative symptoms of narcissism: isolation, not being able to feel a sense of satisfaction, boredom. All of these things will be occurring more frequently in the population, and at some point that is going to need to be dealt with.”


According to a study conducted at UCLA in 2011, preteens listed fame as their top priority, followed by achievement, popularity, image, and financial success.* These are individuals who have yet to experience the emotional/psychological roller coaster of puberty or the pressure of high school cliques. This is the legacy of reality television and the like-and-follow culture of the internet. Even so, the general consensus remains, even among those who should know better, that being famous means having it made: fame is the goal achieved. The assumption is that fame comes with fortune and therefore financial security, which it often does, but less time is being spent pondering the side effects of fame, particularly in cases where it wasn’t actively sought or expected. Overnight fame might sound like a dream come true to many, but like anything that sounds too good to be true, it isn’t. It is a sudden change, with lasting psychological side effects that are difficult to navigate at best and lethal at worst.


Rockwell, who is also an adjunct professor at the Michigan School of Professional Psychology, has conducted thorough studies on the effects of fame for the past ten years, in which time the nature of the fame cycle has changed immensely. She has interviewed figures in entertainment, sports, government, business, law, publishing, television, and news and has found more than a few commonalities when it comes to the psychological toll of being famous. Participants in her study experienced “character splitting,” seeing themselves as the people they were expected to be rather than the people they really are. This leads to a dangerous degree of self-consciousness, general mistrust of others, and deep feelings of isolation that often coincide with the heights of her subjects’ greatest achievements. “You will continue to be the person you always were pre-fame,” she says. “You’ll have the same neurology and same emotional history. When people become famous, they should get right into therapy so that they know how to tolerate the fame experience and how to cope with what they’re bringing to it. It’s very difficult to navigate, and it makes preexisting conditions worse by taking away the normal mirroring we get from our environment. There are now so many sycophants and yes-men that any chance of actually knowing or being able to do ‘the right thing’ becomes more elusive.”


This is the ton of bricks that hit Marshall Mathers in the 2000s, and he reacted like a proud, scrappy, smart-mouthed kid who isn’t afraid of a fight: he worked too hard, partied even harder, and flew off the handle when tested. He behaved the way he did when he had nothing to lose, not realizing that he now had everything to use. He pistol-whipped a man he saw kissing his estranged wife, Kim, and landed in court—and nearly jail—for carrying a concealed weapon. He endured what seemed like an endless stream of lawsuits, most of which were settled out of court for undisclosed sums. There was his mother’s $10 million suit (she was eventually awarded $1,600 by the court), his ex-wife Kim’s defamation suit following her suicide attempt, and another $10 million suit brought by French pianist Jacques Loussier against Eminem, Dr. Dre, and Interscope over an uncleared sample/interpolation of Loussier’s song “Pulsion” in “Kill You” from The Marshall Mathers LP. There was even one from D’Angelo Bailey, the junior high school bully Em called out in the song “Brain Damage” on The Slim Shady LP. This ludicrous lawsuit ended in perhaps the most humorous moment Eminem has ever enjoyed in court. Bailey filed the $1 million case in 2001, claiming that Eminem ruined his reputation and any chance he had at achieving success in the music industry. When Bailey’s case was thrown out by Judge Deborah Servitto in 2003, her thirteen-page opinion on the matter included a rhymed verse: “Mr. Bailey complains that his rap is trash so he’s seeking compensation in the form of cash. Bailey thinking he’s entitled to some monetary gain because Eminem used his name in vain. The lyrics are stories no one would take as fact, they’re an exaggeration of a childish act.”*


For his assault and gun charge, Eminem was handed three years of probation, including court-ordered sobriety and regular drug tests. It was a wake-up call that taught him that his life was no longer his own and that he had to be careful of his every move. He could afford the fuck-you money he paid lawyers to handle the lawsuits, which have continued to this day, costing him an estimated $4.7 million annually in legal fees, but no amount of money was going to keep him out of jail for breaking the law.* Mathers responded by cleaning up his act and diving into his work. He threw himself into producing artists on his Shady label, dropping guest verses, and starring in 8 Mile. “I just got caught up in the drinking and the drugs and the fighting and just wilding out and doing dumb things I shouldn’t have been doing,” he told the Sydney Herald in 2002. “But I came out of them and I conquered it… I’m proud of myself now for not only my accomplishments but for pulling through all that—my criminal cases, my divorce. If I was still on drugs and still living the life that I lived three years ago, I would be a fucking failure.”*


The film’s demands had a positive effect on Mathers, though he likened the schedule to boot camp. He got in shape, and he devoted himself to making sure every detail rang true to the time and place in which it was set. “It was anywhere between thirteen and sixteen hours a day, six days a week. It literally gave me enough time to go to sleep, get up and come back and do the movie.”*


After the film, it seemed that Eminem had found stable ground and that he had dealt with the onslaught of sudden fame. Though he hadn’t quite befriended it, he’d found a way to coexist. After quite a long and steady run of projects, he threw himself into production work for others. He produced twelve of the sixteen tracks on Loyal to the Game, the posthumous Tupac Shakur record, and he executive produced D12 World, the second and final studio album by his closest Detroit rap associates.


The controversy, of course, didn’t stop. In 2003, he was accused of being racist by The Source magazine based on a cassette tape from 1993 that featured a young Eminem depicting black women as dumb gold diggers. He admitted to making the song and publicly apologized, explaining that it was “something I made out of anger, stupidity and frustration when I was a teenager. I’d just broken up with my girlfriend who was African-American and I reacted like the angry, stupid kid I was. I hope people will take it for the foolishness that it was, not for what somebody is trying to make it into today.”*


The Source wasn’t the only institution questioning Eminem’s motives: in December 2003, the US Secret Service confirmed that it was looking into allegations that a leaked song, “We as Americans,” was a death threat aimed at President George W. Bush, based on the following lyrics: “Fuck money / I don’t rap for dead presidents / I’d rather see the president dead / It’s never been said, but I set precedents.” Ultimately, the investigation was dropped.


Another vote of disapproval came from Michael Jackson in 2004. A week after the release of “Just Lose It,” the first single off Eminem’s fifth studio album, Encore, Jackson called into Steve Harvey’s radio show in LA to let the world know how unhappy he was with the song’s music video, which parodies Jackson’s lowest moments: the child-molestation allegations, his rhinoplasty, and the 1984 Pepsi commercial shoot during which his hair caught fire. He personally asked stations to stop playing the video, and many of his friends and supporters including Stevie Wonder spoke out against it, with Harvey proclaiming, “Eminem has lost his ghetto pass. We want the pass back.” While BET pulled it from their rotation, MTV continued to air it.


Neither Mathers nor his label, Interscope, seemed to mind the controversy, as it was sure to translate into album sales. They issued the following statement to media, contingent on the fact that it be printed in full: “Eminem’s video for ‘Just Lose It’ was taken off the air today by BET. Michael Jackson requested that the station no longer play the video because he found it offensive. We are sorry that BET made this decision. Eminem’s new album, Encore, will be released on November 16.”


Later that month, they released the video for “Mosh” a week before the 2004 US presidential election. The video depicts an army of Bush-administration victims marching with Eminem on the White House. The video ends with a message to vote on November 2. After Bush was reelected, however, the ending was changed to Eminem and his crowd of protesters invading the White House during the president’s State of the Union address. This was the first time that Em spoke out on the state of American politics. As expected, the controversy benefitted commerce: Encore sold 710,000 copies in its first three days and went on to sell 1.5 million in its first week. A month later, it had sold four million copies in the United States alone. Nine months later, it had sold eleven million copies worldwide.


As he had done in 2002 and 2003, Eminem planned to promote the album on the Anger Management world tour. The show was poised to go on, though in the press he’d begun to hint that Encore might be the last the world would hear from him for a while. He’d grown weary, and according to many, he had taken Slim Shady, his aesthetic, as far as it could go. He seemed ready to join his mentor, Dr. Dre, in a life spent behind the mixing board, crafting the careers of others. What he got instead was a storm he couldn’t weather, leaving him emotionally marooned, in self-imposed exile.















Chapter 2



Never Enough


The Anger Management Tour 3 was set to be the concert of the summer in 2005, boasting a roster of hip-hop’s finest hitmakers: Eminem, 50 Cent, Lil Jon, G-Unit, D12, Obie Trice, plus Stat Quo, the Atlanta protégé that Eminem and Dr. Dre had cosigned to Shady/Aftermath. But the twenty-date, five-and-a-half-week tour, which kicked off on July 7 in Indiana, got off to a rocky start. A tour bus crashed during the first week, seriously injuring Alchemist (Eminem’s DJ), Stat Quo, and five others, as well as eleven civilians who were involved in the ensuing six-vehicle pileup. Later in the tour, after playing Madison Square Garden in New York City, two members of 50 Cent’s G-Unit—Lloyd Banks and Young Buck—were arrested for gun possession. Thirteen others in their entourage were arrested as well when the van carrying them was pulled over for running a red light. Upon inspection, officers found two guns—a .357 in the possession of a man named Steven Roker and one loaded .40 caliber handgun sitting on the floor of the van. Everyone in the vehicle was arrested and charged with criminal possession of a concealed weapon for the unclaimed .40 caliber, and another passenger was charged with resisting arrest and disorderly conduct. It likely didn’t help that Young Buck had ended the group’s set that night by enticing the crowd to join him in an enthusiastic chant of “Fuck the police!” The authorities got the last word: all thirteen were held overnight but luckily released early enough to allow the two rappers to perform at the tour’s second sold-out night at the Garden.


Reviews of the tour generally praised Eminem for bringing a proper show with sets, videos, a narrative, and a theme that echoed Encore. Nearly every critic distinguished him as the stand-out talent on the bill, the true artist who deserved his mega-selling status and regard. The consensus was that 50 Cent was more of a marketing machine than an MC, someone fans liked for his songs rather than his persona. He was often criticized for bogging his set down with constant plugs for his product endorsements with Vitamin Water and Reebok as well as his 8 Mile–style film Get Rich or Die Tryin’. The other theme among reviewers across the country was that Eminem seemed tired and that Encore, though it sold through the roof (1.5 million copies in the States in its first week alone), was uneven—less focused and the product of an artist who had lost his fire. “In his lyrics, Eminem is always second-guessing his career, his celebrity, his persona; ‘Encore’ is full of sighing complaints, as if he were feeling ready to quit. (Onstage, he lampooned the newspapers and magazines that have claimed he is planning to retire, but he also didn’t promise to stick around),” wrote Kelefa Sanneh in the New York Times.*


Rumors circulated of his impending retirement, based not only on the title of the record but also on Eminem’s zeal to promote D12 and the artists on his label rather than himself. It didn’t help the word on the street that Encore and the film that introduced Em’s set on the tour featured him in a suit and tie in the same setting as he is pictured on the Encore album cover, taking a bow alone on a stage. In the video, he seems to be preparing for the show, but instead he shoots himself off camera. Each night he would take the stage in the same outfit just as the gunshot sound rang out and the video ended. All this speculation in the press and in fan forums was given a degree of validation when the Detroit Free Press published a piece in early July citing anonymous sources in Em’s camp who claimed that the rapper was going to retire after the Anger Management Tour’s last date, at Slane Castle outside Dublin, on September 17, 2005. They claimed that he was tired of the limelight, of touring and performing, and would spend his time focused exclusively on his label and signing and developing new talent.


The story was picked up and recycled by multiple news sources, necessitating an official comment from Eminem. “I’m not retiring,” he told MTV News a week later during an Anger Management Tour stop. “When I say I’m taking a break, I’m taking a break from my own music to go into the studio and produce my other artists and put their albums out. That’s called ‘taking a break’ for me. When I know my next move, I’ll tell everyone my next move. Not some reporter who writes a story about ‘This is Eminem’s last album.’ I never said it was my last album. I never said anything yet. I don’t know what I’m doing yet. Nothing is definite, you know what I’m sayin’? Nothing is written in stone.”*


When questioned about it in subsequent interviews, Paul Rosenberg would only say that Encore “certainly put the cap on this part of his career.”*


It was clear what he was referring to: though Encore was Eminem’s longest studio album to date, there were clues in the music that he had reached a creative plateau of sorts and perhaps a natural stopping point. Since 1999, his trajectory had been nothing but upward without looking back, as if he were driving a car with the accelerator pinned to the floor and he’d tossed the rearview mirror out the window. From the start, Marshall Mathers had a lot to prove, and he used this endless well to drive his creativity. The Slim Shady LP was the Trojan horse he rode through the gates of hip-hop culture to show the world rap skills were color-blind. The Marshall Mathers LP was the flawless follow-up that cemented his validity and took mainstream pop culture by storm. The Eminem Show centered on his battle with this newly found fame and proving that he wasn’t affected by it. Then 8 Mile increased his star status and widened his appeal by revisiting the past to re-create his creation story for the masses. Encore was what came next. For the first time, with no hurdles ahead of him, Eminem sounded unsure of what to write in the next chapter of his story.


Taken as a whole, Encore is an analysis of Eminem’s entire life and career from the perspective of a man with nothing left to prove and no mountain left to climb aside from those he creates for himself. By the time he got to Encore, it was as if Eminem’s narrative points of view (Slim Shady, Marshall Mathers, the rap god Eminem) had added another character, an unnamed yet omnipresent observer, who throughout the album commented on Slim, Marshall, and Eminem and where they’d ended up by teaming up. It was as if, with no fit competition in sight, the greatest battle rapper alive could only look back to settle a few already dead beefs, recount past victories, and shadowbox with himself. The opener “Evil Deeds” details his origin story once again, albeit with more than a few lines devoted to criticizing an outsider’s perception of what his mother Debbie’s “Satan spawn” had become: “Woe is me, there goes poor Marshall again whinin’ about his millions / And his mansion and his sorrow, he’s always drownin’ in / And the dad he never had, and how his childhood was so bad / And how his mom was a dope addict, and his ex-wife, how they go at it.” Later in the song he takes the other side, explaining how all he’d like to do is take his daughter to the mall without getting mobbed. “Yellow Brick Road” is similarly a nostalgic look back, contrasting it with yet another nagging issue in Eminem’s present: the accusations of racism and the beef that wouldn’t end between Eminem and The Source magazine, driven wholeheartedly for maximum exposure and profit by the magazine’s cofounder, subpar rapper Raymond “Benzino” Scott.
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