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I was delighted after hanging up the phone with the editors of BIBR, who had just asked me to write a piece about Tupac Shakur’s impact on the writing community.  My mind transformed into an aquarium of possibilities, each idea a tropical fish more daringly clothed than the last. 
Editors have a way of making you feel you can write anything—“Derek Walcott’s Lyrical Influence on Rapper 50 Cent”; “Rita Dove and DMX: Two Poets in a Pod.” I was determined to find shards of Shakur’s lyrical finesse in the writings of canonical poets or come across an overlooked anthology of poetry in his honor released by some obscure press.  My findings would make Shakur and eventually other hip hop emcees eternal denizens of our literary canon—widening the circle, this ungenerous geometry. 
I imagined myself scuttling off to the Schomberg only to stumble across Shakur’s Dead MC Scrolls, similar to the way someone stumbled across Childress’s Florence, Hurston’s Eyes or Brown’s Clotel.  I imagined myself later teaching Tupacology courses at Brown or Temple, pontificating the ways in which Tupac’s literary stylings weaved their cayenne threads into our “tone deaf tercets” (to borrow from Thomas Sayers Ellis), changing the face of poetry forever.
Unfortunately, not all things go according to dream. I couldn’t find a lick of what I considered good poetry in Shakur’s two books of poems The Rose that Grew From Concrete and Inside a Thug’s Heart.  Instead, the poems seemed generic, flat. I found no line as succinct as They got money for war but can’t feed the poor or no statement as metrically gorgeous as I ain’t no killer but don’t push me/ revenge is like the sweetest joy next to gettin’ pussy.  No character as corpulent and unforgettable as Brenda.  Indeed, Shakur’s poems are encrusted into his platinum-coated lyrics like politically incorrect diamonds.  

I found enormous sales figures but no anthologies.  A Tupac Amaru Shakur Center for the Arts but no English Department named in his honor.  No poets musing on how his work schooled them on the wielding of metaphor, the integrity of the line, or the utilization of sound metrical variations.  All I have are the isolated stories belonging to myself and to people I know personally, (though this “isolation” doesn’t diminish their or Shakur’s importance). 
I remember when Me Against the World dropped.  A West Indian teenager, all we listened to in our home was Soca, Calypso, Parang and Stevie Wonder.  Me Against the World was one of the first hip hop CD’s I ever loved and “Dear Mama” was the first song that ever made me weep. I went on a hiatus from writing poems and instead wrote rap songs for an entire summer. When my poetry returned to me months later, it was different in a way that I liked—different in a way I have never been able to explain.  
I recently chatted with an old colleague, Andre Johnson (aka Mista Andre), a PhD candidate at FSU who teaches a course entitled “Tupac Shakur and Black male frustration.”  When I asked Johnson why he chose Tupac as a point of departure, he stated: “I chose Tupac because he speaks to and for many that would otherwise be unheard.  His angst, political minded-ness, confusion, contradiction, and preoccupation with an early death are at the crux of the young Black male psyche.  As America uses Black males for sport and entertainment—we must be able to engage the by-product of America’s historical fascination and use of Black male bodies.”  
Though Johnson doesn’t proclaim Shakur to be the greatest rapper of all time, he feels that people identify with Shakur because, “he spoke about everything from bitches to reparations. We see in Pac the beautiful and ugly that we see in ourselves—even if we are not bold enough or swift enough to utter it.”
I also spoke with 13 of Nazareth, an internationally-loved spoken word artist from Norfolk, VA who has always proclaimed Shakur to be his greatest inspiration.  Though 13’s cadence sounds nothing like Shakur, there is some major intersection as far as the political nature of their subject matters.  When I asked 13 what he was doing when he learned of Shakur’s death and how his death impacted him, he shared that his favorite rapper died on his own 20th birthday—September 13, 1996.
Echoing Johnson’s previous statement, 13 added: “I dealt with my frustrations vicariously through Tupac’s lyrics; anger I did not know how to communicate was addressed in his music.  As strange as it may sound, with Pac’s work having been blamed for motivating violence and even murders; listening to Tupac helped keep me out of trouble to an extent. Upon his death, I lost my voice in him and had to find my voice in me.  Hip hop and poetry just happened to be the avenues I stumbled upon to do so.”   

Like 13, many hip hop artists who emulate Shakur’s political-mindedness have crossed over to spoken word, partly because they never got signed, but mostly because they have a lot to say and felt that hip hop was no longer listening. In the context of the writing community, this is where I’ve seen the most evidence of Tupac’s tenure on this earth—in today’s generation of spoken word artists who travel the world spitting word cocktails on stages—recycled Black Panther ideologies on the rocks with a splash of thug and a twist of vulnerability.  

Bio:  

Samantha is a Trinidadian performance poet living in New York City.  Aside from running an after school program at the Children’s Aid Society in East Harlem, she is also freelance writer and a teacher of poetry in the Juilliard School’s drama division.  You can learn more about Samantha via her website: samanthaspeaks.com.

