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Words by Nadia Neophytou

MUSIC

COMMON GROUND

C
ommon 
has 
always 
worn his 

heart on his sleeve 
– a rapper known 
for speaking his 
mind freely – so it’s 
a poetic turn when 
he arrives at the 
Beverly Hills Hotel 
cafe wearing a 
hoodie with a big, 
fat heart on the 
front. He’s a few 
days away from  
his 46th birthday 
and his latest 
record, an album 
by the collective  
he formed with 
Robert Glasper and 
Karriem Riggins,  
is about to drop. 
Earlier this year, 
Common stunned 
the world with a 
performance at the 
Oscars ceremony 
so poignant, you 
could almost hear 
the collective 
silence of a 
thousand pins 
dropping, all across 
the world.  >> 

We caught up with rapper Common before the African GetDown in LA to 
talk about his love for the continent – and the talent that’s emerging from it
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‘Music is one of the things that 
heals; one of the things that 
brings us together’ 
– Common 

‘I get excited because when I recently went to SA, 
people had so much to offer. They bring heart and 
energy and talent, and just a different perspective’

I n his soft-spoken 
voice, Common 
accepts the praise 
for it, but not before 
explaining who 
each of the activists 
on stage with him 
were – ranging 

from the creator of the 
#MeToo movement to  
a young girl, who regularly 
protests for indigenous land 
rights. ‘They’re the ones 
actually doing the work every 
day,’ he says. ‘I have so much 
admiration and respect for 
them. We wanted to highlight 
them and introduce them  
to people who maybe don’t 
know who they are.’

For as long as he’s been 
making music, Common – 
the colloquial way most of us 
know Lonnie Corant Jaman 
Rashid Lynn Jnr – has been 
introducing the public to 
music, ideas and people  
not readily known about. 
From his debut album,  

Can I Borrow a Dollar?, to his 
work with The Roots, and 
now, his latest collaboration 
August Greene, he’s always 
been about speaking up and 
speaking out.

The world hasn’t always 
been receptive to the message 
Common has been spreading. 
An artist who sprung out from 
Chicago under the moniker 
Common Sense at the time  
of gangster rap, his socially-
conscious rhymes remained 
on the indie sidelines of hip 
hop for some time before he 
gained much traction with 
later albums and gold-selling 
records. Fans have always 
appreciated his thought-
provoking skills, even if the 
greater music world took some 
time before catching on. But, 
Grammy, Emmy and Oscar 
wins later, his audience has 
grown, and it’s now more 
receptive than ever.

‘The times dictate where 
people’s hearts are,’ he says, 

sipping his mint tea. ‘And 
where their attention is.  
It’s tough in the world; people 
are dealing with a lot. Music  
is one of the things that heals; 
one of the things that brings 
us together,’ he says. ‘Art, too 
– movies like Black Panther 
bring people together. We 
don’t have leaders bringing  
us together, so then we’re 
yearning for, and in search  
of the things that bring out  
the humanity in us, and make 
us feel and know that there’s 
hope. We want to go to the 
spot where it’s lit and have  
a great time, we’re still going 
to do that, but we also have to 
have some socially conscious 
things going on, ’cause there’s 
too much going on in the 

world that’s affecting us. We 
can’t not pay attention and 
not do anything.’

‘There was a lot of 
hopelessness in 2017 because 
of the Trump administration, 
and so people want to hear 
stuff like Kendrick Lamar,  
and what I’m saying,’ he says. 
‘I’m saying that in a humble 
way,’ he adds. 

But he doesn’t need to. 
Common hasn’t ever been  
the kind of emcee who delivers 
his swag with braggadocio.  
He is also quick to deliver 
praise to those he sees doing 
well, and he’s just one of the 
millions of fans Black Panther 
has amassed since its release. 
‘I thought it was exceptional,’ 
he says, before giving me  
his unofficial review of the 
black-led film that broke all 
kinds of box-office records.  
‘I don’t always see a lot of 
super-hero movies, but it took 
me deeper than a super-hero 
movie can,’ he says. ‘It was 

special and unique. The way  
it made people feel. What it  
did to bring people together, 
beyond the quality of the 
movie. The movie was already 
super great, but then you got 
the way people reacted – not 
just black people. The sense  
of respect; [the filmmakers] 
made other people respect  
the culture. You could equate 
it almost to when [Barack] 
Obama came into office.  
A lot of people came together. 
Of course, you had some 
hatred, but this has brought a 
lot of people together,’ he says.

The film has also made 
people more hungry for talent 
from Africa. Common who has 
visited and performed in South 
Africa on numerous occasions 

 Rapper Common hosted the African GetDown in LA  
 held at Elyx House 

 Heavy K (left) won over the crowd of LA-scene  
 players with his house beats 

AUGUST GREENE

August Greene is the 

self-titled debut of the 

supergroup, made up of 

Common, Karriem Riggins 

and Robert Glasper. The rap 

trio first collaborated on 

‘Letter to the Free’ in 2016, 

which earned Common  

an Emmy for its appearance 

in Ava DuVernay’s 

documentary 13th.
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introduce guests at The African 
GetDown, an event hosted by 
Absolut Elyx, to South Africa’s 
DJ Heavy K, who’d win over 
the crowd of LA-scene players 
with his own local house  
tunes and remixes of top hits. 

‘This event is about showing 
the connections that are 
already there,’ he says.  
‘As a black American to be 
connected to South Africa – 
it’s about asking how we can 
get down together,’ he says. 
‘How we can acknowledge 
each other’s perspective  
and experience and opinions.’ 
With Absolut Elyx helping to 
enable this kind of crossover, 
answers to some of the 
questions Common poses  
can be explored. 

believes it’s about time.  
‘The first time I went, I felt  
it was a life-enhancing 
experience,’ he says. His most 
recent visit was October last 
year. ‘I get excited because 
when I just recently went to SA, 
people had so much to offer. 
They bring heart and energy 
and talent and gifts, and just  
a different perspective.’

The following night 
Common would help 

As someone who’s 
collaborated with many 
different musicians, as his 
latest album as part of the 
collective August Greene 
shows, the rapper is always 
looking out for new talent  
to work with. ‘The world is 
opening up more and more  
to Africa. People want to know 
more,’ he says. He points to 
South African artists who  
have been touring the US  
and performing at local 
festivals as an example of the 
exchange that is happening. 

‘It’s a beautiful thing,’ he 
continues. With his trademark 
gentle nudging, he urges 
artists coming out of South 
Africa to keep doing what it  
is that sets them apart. ‘One  

of the biggest inspirations you 
can do is to be yourself, so that 
people who look like you can 
see you achieve certain things, 
and say, “wow, it’s possible.”’ 

Common believes quality 
always wins out, as does 
staying relevant. ‘Artists need 
to evolve,’ he says. ‘South 
Africa is going to evolve, and 
Africa is going to evolve, and  
in the process, networking 
with people, showing what 
works over there, will continue 
to push everything forward.’ 
And like most artists who 
visited South Africa before 
2013, meeting the late Nelson 
Mandela is the lasting 
impression Common holds  
of his first visit to the country. 
But he also remembers the 
music he heard and the people 
he met that made him fall  
in love with South Africa.  
If he has anything to do with  
it, soon others won’t be able  
to forget either.  


