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Discipline And 
Diligence
 Kat Lahr

Our Artist to Watch is a vocalist 
and poet in Chicago. A difficult 

life journey did not stop her from a 
relentless pursuit to become a singer/ 
songwriter. She is a testament that 
the daggers life throws us provide 
insight, knowledge, and renewal in 
parts of our life where needed. She was 
able to achieve success in the midst 
of challenging life circumstances, but 
nonetheless proves, possible. Thought 
Notebook hopes her story will inspire 
anyone who goes through destruction 
of their forests, and realize that the 
phoenix will rise from the ashes. 
 Shanara is the oldest of three 
children, born to a fifteen year old 
single mother, raised on the Westside of 
Chicago. With diligence and discipline, 
she managed to graduate from DePaul 
University with a degree in finance. She 
began working in the corporate world 
with a career as a bank manager and 
accountant, and even spent some time 
internationally. 
 After catching the acting bug, 
Shanara’s continued tenacity allowed 
her to win the Chicago Community 
Artists Assistance Program Grant three 
different years (2006, 2007, 2012). The 
grant money paid for her classes at 
The Green Room, Act One, Sherwood 
Conservatory of Music and funded her 
debut album. She found the energy 
even after long days at work, to take 

the classes and build an acting resume. 
Despite deep family issues confronting 
her during this time, Shanara skillfully 
used these challenges to create 
compelling art. Now as owner 
of MouthPeace Entertainment, 
she is using her poetic 
lyricism as a Writer, Actress, 
and Vocalist for creative music 
projects. 
 Thought Notebook had 
the incredible opportunity to 
interview Shanara and learn 
about her story of strength 
and resourcefulness as she 
explains the inspiration 
behind her edgy and 
visionary art projects.  

***
When did it become 
apparent that it was time 
to work on your creative 
passion, the light that fires within, 
instead of the corporate world? What 
bug was it that you caught?

I had an epiphany my junior year in 
undergrad. I was the Vice President 
of the National Association of Black 
Accountants, DePaul Chapter. We were 
at a leadership retreat at the McDonald’s 
Corporation in Oakbrook, IL. It was 
my turn to jump off a ledge and trust 
my NABA chapter to catch me. I was 
so afraid! I thought about how scared 

I was to jump into this finance role, 
when I didn’t love it. I was even more 
scared to forfeit any of the multiple 
job offers I had to choose from upon 
graduation, in order to really pursue 
my art. It was so real! I went ahead with 
that finance route but was never fully 
content, restless even. So, no matter 
where I was assigned, my art always 
haunted me. When I came back from my 
international assignment, the fire was 
lit! I had taught hip hop dance while 

living in Ireland. When I came back to 
Chicago, I continued to teach dance. 
However, the poetry scene was so alive. 
I delved right in. I was immediately 
inspired to step my writing game up. So, 
I wrote and hopped on any open mic 
I could to hone my skills, all the while 
holding onto corporate jobs. Eventually, 
I got bit with the acting bug as well. I 
found that my eloquence, and ability 
to be transparent, translated well in 
theater and in voice-overs.  
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 Why did you teach hip hop? What 
type of outlet was this for you as you 
stole away from your corporate life?

I taught hip hop because I enjoyed it. 
Hip hop is one of the undercurrents 
of my life. So its aesthetics come 
naturally to me. Funny thing is, while 
over in Ireland, I took a few hip hop 
dance classes by a woman who was 
very popular at the time. It was so hard 
because I’m not technically trained. I’m 

self-taught. What I do comes from the 
soul and it’s damn good. I was bored 
with her class but still wanted to dance. 
My corporate assignment in Ireland was 
not as bad as working in the U.S. So, 
“stealing away” was actually a response 
to an ad I saw in a dance clothing store 
in my neighborhood. I taught teen girls. 
Dance became more than just teaching 
moves to great music. It was such a 
blessing to empower these young 
ladies. What’s more is that I was able to 

experience this with people of a totally 
different background!
 
You are a jack of many trades. 
What do you like most about the 
performance arts of which you 
encompass theatre, literary and 
musical arts?

I LOVE the performance arts most 
because of the power of affecting 
change, mood, and atmosphere of 
those who experience a song, a play, 
concert, or dance. My transparency 
in any medium is required. I feel like 
my mission is accomplished once I’ve 
obeyed the Spirit to write it out and 
share it with the world. It’s even better 
when I’ve reached at least one person 
in a special way. Performance arts is 
ministry to me. It literally colors this 
world and makes it easier to understand 
and live in it.

You write skits and monologues to 
address social issues such as violence 
and addiction. What fueled this need 
to bring community and a voice to 
these domestic issues? 

I am blessed that my home church 
and denomination have played a huge 
influence in my being able to use my 
writing gift to address varying social 
issues. Unfortunately, my own survival 
of an abusive marriage resulted in my 
progression from actress to playwright. 
I wrote and performed a monologue 
called “Tamar Speaks Up,” about the 
rape of Tamar by her half-brother 
Amnon, as recorded in The Bible, 2 
Samuel 13. Though circumstances may 
vary, the hurt, degradation, and shame 

of Tamar are common results of violence 
no matter the gender, social-economic 
status, or sexual preference.  
 
The year 2009 was rough for you, 
as you confronted another round of 
pain due to family and employment 
woes. You decided to cut your 
hair and begin the dreadlocking 
process. As the years went on and 
the dreadlocks grew, they became 
symbolic of a testament to patience 
and growth and finding your identity. 
What motivated you to cut your 
hair and begin this process? Was it 
random or did it have a purpose?

 Actually, cutting my hair was 
circumstantial. My large luscious 
afro I’d been wearing since 2001 was 
severely damaged by a hair stylist.  The 
only alternatives I had were to cut the 
damaged hair off or hold on to the long 
but damaged hair.  I could hide the 
damaged hair with weaves or protective 
styles like braids or twists with added 
hair.  This was such a huge dilemma as 
a Black woman! I felt the need to truly 
embrace who I was for real. Did I still 
feel beautiful without a lot of hair? I just 
went on and cut that damaged hair off.  
Little did I know that it was about to 
coincide with the purging and renewal 
process of other areas in my life. Just 
like my hair, I had to cut off the dead 
and damaged things that were of no 
use. I’d long thought about starting 
dreadlocks years prior, but wasn’t 
ready to commit. I was also afraid that 
it would affect my ability to get agents 
or get work. But after being bored with 
my new haircut, I got my hair twisted in 
starter loc coils eagerly. Overtime, my 
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locs took on more meaning.  They are 
just as much an extension of me as my 
arms. Once, I confronted and embraced 
my beauty overall, it didn’t matter what 
my hair was like. I now have four agents 
and although print ads are still not as 
easy to book for my look, I believe that 
my looks will translate and open doors 
globally. My locs are beautiful, resilient 
and I can’t see myself without them 
now.

As all things in life shape us, the 
events of 2009 renewed your artistry 
as well. Where did you see the 
renewal take place? 

The crumbling of my personal life at 
that time made it crystal clear of what I 
did not want to live with, what I wanted 
in life, and who was really important 
to me. I call this “getting grown.”  Once 
“getting grown” started happening, 
my artistry inevitably changed.  
Compromising the words, sound, and 
looks in my art was no longer an option. 
I don’t write things with the goal in 
mind to attract a certain crowd or get 
a certain response. I just write my truth 
and that is enough. No such thing as 
holding back. What you see is truly 
what you get. I decided not to hide 
what I had personally been through, 
as a part of my ministry in arts and 
service. It’s made for some of my best 
work! Transparency might not be good 
or standard public relation practice 
for some, but I’m grown and I own all 
aspects of MouthPeace Entertainment. I’d 
rather risk falling as myself than falling 
as a fraud.
 
Tell us a bit more about the #14in14 

monthly single 
release project?

#14in14 has two 
components.

#14in14: The 
MouthPeace Music, 
is the project in 
which, MouthPeace 
Entertainment will 
release 14 singles 
during 2014. 
Single releases will 
happen on the 
14th of the month. 
These releases 
will all be songs 
written by me as I 
set my foundation 
as a songwriter. My long term goal is 
to write award winning hits for chart 
topping artists and films. The songs of 
#14in14 will feature other singers who 
will lead the songs, as they are best 
suited to sing certain genres and styles 
that these songs require. However, the 
first song from #14in14 Music, will be 
an original song called, “Love Wrong.” 
I am the singer on this song which 
has a updated twist on the neo-soul 
genre. It was released on 3/14/14. 
Those who are interested can obtain 
more information at noisetrade.com/
MouthPeaceStar/14in14.

#14in14: The MouthPeace In Service, 
is an initiative in which MouthPeace 
Entertainment seeks to partner with 
causes or nonprofit organizations, in 
an ONGOING more focused effort, to 
be of service to them. Our goal with 
this initiative is to do a minimum of 14 

service acts in 2014. This service is not 
to support a particular political, race 
or religious system, although serving 
any faith organization is welcomed.  
MouthPeace Entertainment is offering 
but not limited to, its arts, for FREE 
as SERVICE. For consideration, please 
send your needs and info to: info@
mouthpeacestar.com. 

You are pushing the envelope on 
what it means to be an artist by being 
innovative. What other projects are 
you working on that will challenge 
how we think?

The biggest thing that people will see in 
my projects are the visual components. 
I’m experimenting with partial nudity. 
Even though I’m a Christian woman, 
celibate and single, and have very 
strong views about family and marriage 
- I absolutely love incorporating it in 
my work! I know that my imagery and 
artistry is not going to appear to be 

http://www.noisetrade.com/MouthPeaceStar/14in14
http://www.noisetrade.com/MouthPeaceStar/14in14
mailto:info%40mouthpeacestar.com?subject=
mailto:info%40mouthpeacestar.com?subject=
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in sync with the Christian lifestyle for 
some, but I believe that its art and God 
approves. Moreover, I know that people 
will see my Christian foundation and 
attempt to box me, by thinking that my 
love for people and liberated artistry 
can’t possibly co-exist. My goal is never 
to force my views on people. But as an 
artist, the art will certainly influence, 
inspire, and promote the things that 
bind us as humans. It’s going to be quite 
an eye-opener!

What are you currently working on 
that you’re really excited about?

So much is going on! Within 2 years, 
I will release “Dichotomy: I AM Sarah 
Jones vs. BORN Shanara.” A book of 
poetry, which will be both a visual 
and audio experience available 
digitally. “Everybody is A Star” is my 
documentary series that I’ve been 
filming since last year and I cannot wait 
to get that out.

You call yourself Shanara The 
MouthPeace. Where did this name 
come from? What’s the intrinsic 
meaning?

I know that my ministry is in my words, 
my voice, my MOUTH. Whether it’s art 
or being transparent with my “little 
sisters” (non-kin, 20-somethings who 
appreciate me giving advice or sharing 
my truth, so they don’t make the same 
mistakes), my MOUTH is my work, 
weapon, and wonder. The PEACE is a 
testament to growth and declaration of 
what my art will always be. There was a 
time when I struggled with what I used 
my MOUTH for. Through my mid 20’s I 
was a big fan of music that was sexually 
perverse and morally bankrupt. But as 
I grew in God, my tastes changed, as 
well as my writing. I found that I was still 
fly, even though I no longer supported 
that kind of music. I committed myself 
to being responsible with my content. 
I didn’t want to be that artist who 
promoted disturbing content, but then 
denied the power of influence on youth 
- yet thanked God at the awards show. 
I am convicted and committed to use 
my mouth for 
PEACE.

 What is 
your biggest 
challenge now 
that you’re 
pursuing 
the artistic 
passion in your heart?   

The biggest challenge most days is 
staying committed to a dream that is 

so big. Knowing that there are many 
talented people with similar dreams, 
and being crazy enough to believe that 
I’m going to be the one to accomplish 
some major feats with it out of millions, 
can be a lot to deal with. It can be so 
clear to us about what we are supposed 
to be doing, we fear failure often, 
especially in the public sphere. Once we 
put it out there for everyone to know, 
we open ourselves to judgment. That’s 
why you cannot pursue dreams just 
because it’s a trend, family pressure 
or approval from people.  You have to 
know that you know that this is your 
calling.
 
When we overcome hurdles, we learn 
lessons in life we would have never 
known, unless we lived through the 
battles. What piece of advice can you 
give a young person with hurdles? In 
general for all?  

To young people - Don’t waste your 
time!  Time is the biggest treasure we 
have. Unlike money, you can never get 
time back. Same goes for older people 
- don’t waste the time you have left. For 
all, be wise with money and impeccable 

with your word. 
Have a real 
relationship 
with God 
through prayer. 
I can tell the 
way a person 
is by the way 
they manage 

their time, money, words and if God 
is manifested in their relationship and 
service. The Bible says fresh water does 
not flow from a salty spring.

(Next Page) è 
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What did you find your strength in? What helps you get 
through your difficulties?

Jesus Christ gives me my boldness and strength. He was quite 
the revolutionary! I am sustained by a tight circle of friends who 
really have my back, especially my sister Marita. I thank God for 
resurrecting our relationship. I can pour out my heart to my sister 
or any of my close circle friends for hours. They don’t judge but 
pray and lovingly correct me when I’m wrong. They are my initial 
“therapists.”  My regular practice of journaling, jazz and Jesus 
time, is what keeps me together overall.

Follow Shanara and keep up with her  creative projects at 
mouthpeacestar.com. She is also on facebook 
facebook.com/mouthpeacestar and twitter @MouthPeaceStar.

Her debut album, The Discipline & The Diligence, released October 
2012, is available on iTunes, CD Baby and Amazon. 

http://www.mouthpeacestar.com
http://www.facebook.com/mouthpeacestar
https://twitter.com/MouthPeaceStarat 
http://www.itunes.apple.com/us/album/the-discipline-the-diligence/id577710671
http://www.cdbaby.com/cd/shanarathemouthpeace
www.amazon.com/The-Discipline-Diligence-Shanara-MouthPeace/dp/B00A95WABS
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