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When I was in middle school, I loved "Barbie Girl,” by Aqua. 
 
I didn't tell anybody. In the high-stakes game of teen social life in my small, conservative desert 
town, being a boy and liking "Barbie Girl" was a clear marker of social failure. I didn’t need to 
invite any more  bullying. 
 
I was raised an evangelical Christian, very meat-and-potatoes, but there was always something 
about the exotic feel of candy-coated pop that enticed me. 
 
Pop felt like the big city. Everybody at school was listening to Nirvana and Metallica, all the boys 
anyway, but I kept gravitating toward tracks by the Backstreet Boys and La Bouche. I felt like 
pop stars lived in a world I wanted to explore, where the visual and musical markers were 
hallucinatory fantasies and the energy of each person was totally liberated. Barbie Girl made me 
feel more free than Smells Like Teen Spirit ever did; the latter was already a dated classic by 
the time I was in eighth grade, a relic marked as territory by elder record store statesmen. Pop 
seemed to reject credibility in favor of adventure. 
 
But pop back then was so soft, so commercial, so safe. I was becoming a teenager, and I 
wanted something dangerous. 
 
Then I discovered Nine Inch Nails. 
 
Their sound was a thick, funky, serrated roar. Trent Reznor's simple rhyming couplets were, to 
me, perfect. The symmetry. The power. Years later, I would be told repeatedly that they could 
never hold up against poetic accomplishments by people like Springsteen and Dylan, but I 
never really recovered from the masterful simplicity of: 
 
“(help me)— you broke apart my insides 
(help me)— I've got no soul to sell 
(help me)— the only thing that works for me… 
…help me get away from myself.” 
 
I was hooked. 
 
We all have to exit teen angst eventually. At some point I got tired of dressing in black and 
wearing spikes. I moved on to what I thought was more "serious" music— Pearl Jam, Fiona 
Apple, Tori Amos. I finally bought in to the idea I’d ignored in middle school and throughout 
childhood: that authentic performers wear rough, earth-toned clothes and play real instruments 
and reference historic works of literature, things like that. Artifice is bad and “authenticity” is 

 



 

 

good. The most important thing you can do is write your own songs and perform them without 
the aid of any electronic equipment. 
 
But I always felt like something was missing. Some kind of energy. 
 
Occasionally I'd pick up a new Madonna album (if it was "critically acclaimed"), or I'd catch 
myself tuning in to Top 40 radio. I listened to bands like Garbage: plenty of juicy electronic 
textures, but with just enough alternative cred to make me comfortable. Or I'd blast PJ Harvey: 
raw guitar music, but straight, simple, rhythmic blues, with lyrics about love, longing, desire, and 
power. The same structures and ideas I was missing from mainstream pop music. 
 
The whole time, I longed for for some sort of collision of all these elements— the most intense 
textures, the most incredible characters, the most delicious sounds and most aggressive 
philosophies, the catchiest, most flawless hooks. I wanted it all to come together. I wanted some 
kind of ultimate apotheosis, some sort of orgasm. I wanted to see performers that would 
explode themselves outward into psychedelic kaleidoscopes that represented everything a 
person could become, could express. Though slickly presented, the measured burlesque 
coquetry of Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera couldn't compare to the one-man circus of 
somebody like Marilyn Manson, and I struggled to find what I wanted in my music and my 
performers. Nobody was hitting the nail squarely on the head. 
 
Then, when I was in college, Lady Gaga arrived. 
 
I watched the Bad Romance video, and I was hooked. Here was someone who took everything I 
loved about pop music and accelerated it until it was a drug trip, a brain-destroying fuck of an 
experience. That's what she wanted out of pop, and what I wanted, too— it wasn't just an 
exercise in the careful re-creation of Disney tropes: the Sci Fi Video, the Bad Schoolgirl Video, 
the Tropical Paradise Video. It wasn't a series of disconnected Saturday Night Live vignettes. 
Lady Gaga was pop with a purpose, with passion. She screamed from the core of every video 
and every song; a real live personality. She briefly but violently revived something our culture 
killed back when we collectively destroyed Michael Jackson. 
 
She, really, was the turning point, the idea my modern understanding of pop pivoted on. This 
music now felt like it had a purpose, aside from just entertainment. I could feel it, seething under 
the surface of the songs and the images. Gaga was a driven woman. But driven toward what? 
 
I started to look around, at the pop music on the radio, on the billboards, on YouTube. Instead of 
just allowing it to wash over me like a glittering waterfall, I started paying attention. Where did 
these tastes, smells, and colors come from? What were the people who made this music 
embodying, transmitting, trying to do? What made a good pop song? A good pop video? A good 
pop star? 
 
I also realized that somewhere along the line, the sounds I loved had taken over the culture. 
 



 

 

Before the mid-2000s, pop radio was still dominated by R&B sounds developed in the late 90s. 
Not a lot of big, uplifting choruses or soaring bridges, and definitely no thumping, big-beat 
electronic music. Contemporary Top 40, the kind of music that dominated the airwaves on 
stations like LA's 97.1 AMP later on in the decade, didn't exist at all. 
 
People like the Norwegian production team Stargate are largely responsible for the creation of 
that new pop sound. They cut their teeth doing European remixes of American hip-hop and R&B 
hits, and brought that sensibility to the table when they started producing original songs, hits like 
Katy Perry’s Firework and Rihanna's Only Girl in the World. 
 
They, like Max Martin (of Swedish origin), put their unique approach to electronic production and 
Abba melody in a blender with their deep love of American hip-hop and dance music, and this 
new pop was the result. They crunched synths, swelled strings, and put big, buttery beats under 
the brain-stroking vocal textures of the American stars they worked with. The result was a 
focused burst of musical positivity like nothing the world had ever experienced before. Pop was 
no longer just "popular music"— pop was a specific musical aesthetic, a new tradition, a sound, 
where the legacy of the Beatles had fused with a deep, primal, pounding rhythm. This was the 
sound of the new millennium on planet earth, so far widespread that even Korean stars like Psy 
echoed it precisely. 
 
This new music by itself wasn't enough, though. We live in the age of the visual and the social, 
and this music needed personality. 
 
And that, of course, is what the pop stars are for. 
 
Corporate branding has gone through an interesting transition during the same period of time. 
With the advent of social media and online culture, we have more intimate relationships with 
brands than we ever have before. And brands like Apple do everything they can to make their 
company and their products personal, relatable, and unified in character. They want us to see 
these vast constellations of sensation and experience as if they're a next-door neighbor we're 
interacting with. A human being. Hello, Coca Cola. Hello, Starbucks. Hello, Virgin. Hello Kitty. 
 
This is precisely the process pop stars have always engaged in, and this is the ingredient they 
bring to the equation. The personality. Focus only on their lyrics, or their music, or their 
choreography, and we miss the point— pop stars exist to show us what a human being looks 
like when exploded into a brand. And that brand is usually about positivity, freedom, sex, power, 
and love— all the human markers of paradise. Pop is representative of the aspirational forces in 
our individual human lives and in human civilization. 
 
It's a collective vision of desire: the way we want the world to be. And that vision is not a thing to 
be taken lightly. 
 
Large companies, and singular human beings, try every day to create the kind of world they 
want. A guiding vision is something the world's biggest corporations acknowledge is crucial— to 



 

 

the development of a cohesive organization and a cohesive mission in the world. The same 
holds true on an individual level— what do we want to be when we grow up? What are our 
goals? How does our vision guide our life? 
 
A vision has to be living. A static, boring vision, like a sleepy version of heaven where angels 
strum harps forever, doesn’t have the power to lead us forward. Our vision has to contain our 
energy, our fuel, our fire. It can’t just make us feel good— it has to make us feel alive. 
 
These pop stars, and the teams that help build them, are the innovators of feel-alive culture, not 
just feel-good culture. You see, human beings can’t just hear the same feel-good messages 
over and over. The messages don’t mean anything if they aren’t couched in stories and images 
that make them meaningful and new, stories and images that inspire us and entice us to grow. 
 
These are the latest versions of heaven; new visions of paradise. Olympus 2.0. 
 
And there are plenty of stories, there's plenty of great art, that examines human difficulty and 
human pain too. There's plenty of art that challenges us intellectually and spiritually. But pop is 
important because pop comes directly from our animal selves, our gut response to the world. 
These are the things we long for without knowing why. And an understanding of what we long 
for is crucial, if we're going to build a world that we want to live in. We need to understand what 
we want, and pop is that understanding. Pop is our dialog with our muse. 
 
We’re right to be wary of utopias. But the difference between a pop star’s world and a utopia is 
that pop music has nothing to do with the mechanisms of control or implementation of laws or 
rules. Pop doesn’t tell you what to do. It concerns itself with the force, the energy. 
 
Utopias are calcified, set in stone. Pop is about eternal renewal. Pop sells the feeling of 
breaking free. 
 
We need to continually represent that feeling of breaking free, because human life is about 
growth and novelty. Pop tries to create that feeling, over and over, forever. It’s the 
sledgehammer and reality is the brick wall. So when we devour pop images that involve blood, 
shattered glass. glitter, neon, explosions— this is a clue. It’s a clue to what we want. We don’t 
just want to be happy— we want to be heroes. 
 
Heroes overcome. Heroes push boundaries. Heroic narratives blast open the landscape of our 
feelings. Kim Gordon, of the band Sonic Youth, said that people go to rock shows to watch 
somebody else believe in themselves for an hour and a half. We make pop stars so we can 
watch somebody believe in themselves twenty four hours a day. 
 
Pop stars are symbols, yes. They’re modern gods. But crucially, they’re also people. 
 



 

 

This might be one of the most difficult, most important lessons of the pop process: for whatever 
reason, we take normal human beings, and we turn them into these characters. We consume 
their stories. We pay good money for this. Why? 
 
Because we’re looking, in this process, for clues to our own heroism. We suspect that our inner 
worlds are just as large and valid as the obvious, atomic, larger-than-life worlds created around 
Miley, Katy, and Gaga. We relate to them because in our largest and most powerful inner 
moments, we see ourselves on that stage.  
 
We see a highly ordered mandala of meaning around our own tiny human bodies. We know on 
some level that they’re no different from us— because we have a window into their insides, their 
feelings and lives, and they look the same as ours. They’ve told us their story; splashed it 
across the sky and written it in our hearts. We suspect that if we only had a large enough pen, 
we could write back. 
 
Knowing how to write those messages, to tell those stories, knowing how to become that 
explosion, that’s a powerful thing. And that’s what this book is all about. 
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“As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how to live.”  
 
- Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
 
 
Katy Perry loved Jesus, and so did I. 
 
It’s hard to convey to someone who’s never lost themselves in Evangelical worship how much 
that activity can mean. It seems silly, empty, and sort of hysterical from the outside. All that 
clapping and dancing, speaking in tongues and falling over backwards. How could it be real, 
and if it’s not real, isn’t it a farce, a scam? 
 
Growing up in that kind of church is like learning about pop concerts backwards. Evangelical 
churches use bland shout-along guitar pop, and The Beatles, on Ed Sullivan, produced fainting 
fits and screaming seizures in their young audience members. But why? Under both 
circumstances we just have people gathered together in a room, listening to music, losing their 
minds. What’s the source of the madness? 
 
In Christianity, there’s an implicit promise in giving yourself to the Lord, giving yourself to the 
process of worship, to the image of Christ and the ideas of the church: if you do, you’ll be 
invincible. There’s no obstacle you won’t be able to overcome, even death. You also have a 
mission in the world: to turn other people on to this all-consuming experience. You become a 
superhero, your path laid in front of you, lasers shooting from your eyes. 
 
They get you to believe all this through lots of social reinforcement. If everyone around you tells 
you the same story, from the time you’re young, and you’re taken to a building every week 
where everyone around you jumps up and down and shouts for joy and goes crazy in the throes 
of this story, your own participation in the story elicits the same vibrating, ecstatic butterflies as 
getting elected homecoming queen in high school or falling in love. Can you summon within 
yourself the flaming joy of your proudest teenaged moments? That’s the kind of intensity and 
happiness my church experience was designed to create, every Sunday. 
 
Those feelings are ancient, and powerful enough to have whole religious systems built around 
them, but they’re also as fresh and as heart-stopping as a prom dress newly crumpled on the 
floor. The church, Christian doctrine reminds us so frequently, is the bride of God. Through this 
kind of ecstasy, we can fuck the eternal and be young forever. This is the connection between 
The Beatles and the Bible Belt. 
 
It should come as no shock, then, that Katy Perry’s music and videos contain the energy that 
they do. She was raised in the church, and subject to all the repressions, and all the powers, of 



 

 

that environment. She had access to the whole toolkit— and she also started making music all 
the way back when she was a teenage girl. She had the hormones and the holy ghost. 
 
Katy Perry’s parents were traveling preachers, and were deep students of this kind of emotional 
self-and-audience manipulation. Going to the same church every week is one thing, but life as a 
touring minister is excellent preparation for life as a touring musician. 
 
At some point, though, that life, and that system of ideas, stopped being enough for Katy. Why? 
Why did she step beyond it? 
 
She did start out writing worship songs herself, after all, and even made music for a Christian 
record label. This is the ultimate stardom, when you’re in the insulated environment of the 
church— you get to be a rock star, but a rock star within the glorious mission of your 
community. You get to stand against an entire world of secular, godless pop and rock music, 
and represent something. You’re a protest singer, in a way. 
 
But Katy was growing up. And at some point, she heard Alanis Morissette. Katy talks, in her 
documentary A Part Of Me, about Alanis’ bravery; about how the singer wrote about her own 
feelings in an unabashed and confessional way. 
 
This was Katy’s moment, but it’s different for each of us. It’s the moment when you recognize 
that you have something to say, and you can’t ignore that desire to speak, to have a voice, any 
longer— and then you see someone who gives you permission. 
 
Before that moment, Katy had repeated, in her work, the same sort of “I love jesus, yes I do, I 
love jesus, how about you?” sloganeering that pervades worship music. I know, because I did 
the same thing when I was a kid. But there’s an individual urge to express that rises up in a 
human being the more experience they accumulate and the more unique things they see during 
their life. Katy is evidence that we’re not just the product of our community— that there’s some 
kind of alchemy in an individual mind that results in a unique perspective. A unique song. 
 
Katy left her entire world behind, and struck out for a new one. 
 
This isn’t hyperbole or exaggeration. When you’re immersed in a religious ideology, and you 
believe it one hundred per cent, it structures your values, your interests, even your visceral 
reactions to things. Leaving it behind is cataclysmic. 
 
I remember being sickened, or frightened, by the idea of homosexuality just because the church 
told me I should be. I remember being terrified of kissing girls or looking at pornography. We 
would gather together during sermon, or we would be in conversation in our youth group, and 
the horrible and painful consequences of “deviant” behavior would be clearly outlined for us. 
The youth leaders would weep in pain and fervent passion. Tears streaming down their faces 
during prayer, they would cry out to the sky, pleading for those “caught” in these lifestyles to be 
“rescued.” There was so much real fear, and so much real agony, in those rooms. 



 

 

 
When you see, as a young person learning about the world, all your elders expressing this kind 
of emotion, you pay attention. They’re your models for what to love and to fear, what to focus on 
and what to ignore. Out of a near-infinite number of possible paths, they tell you the story of 
your life-to-come. And if the only story they know is a story of fear, that’s the story they tell you. 
Their own fears, anxieties, and worries, and the ones passed down to them by others. 
 
That mentality and those feelings seem so far from me now— as a staunch supporter of gay 
rights and as a sexually active adult— but they seemed totally reasonable to me at the time. 
When I saw forbidden media, or behaviors, when I was around people or ideas that seemed 
“bad,” I feared for my soul. 
 
It was a real fear, deep in my gut, and it kept me from doing things that I wanted to do. I felt 
guilty reading some of my favorite fantasy novels— I loved dragons and wizards as a kid, they 
inspired me, but I was told the supernatural and the occult were “of the devil” and my choice of 
reading material was frowned upon. I was cut off from my sexuality, too— I remember 
downloading pornographic pictures from the then-new internet over a 56k modem, printing them 
out, and then masturbating to them in my locked bathroom. Afterwards, a wave of guilt, nausea, 
and self-hatred would wash over me, and I would stuff them in the bottom of a trash can in the 
front of our house, only to later fish them out, or print out new pictures, and do it all over again. 
 
My identity was fragmented. I couldn’t pull all my parts together into a cohesive self, because 
the parts were at war with each other. I was kept from developing a singular version of who I 
really wanted to be. 
 
The most important thing a pop star can do is develop a strong identity; a sharpened, coherent 
personality. That’s their bread-and-butter, their art form. It’s what they give to the world. So this 
makes what Katy eventually achieved remarkable. 
 
In order to create a strong identity, you have to stand up against the world. Even beyond your 
childhood education, the fears and loves that are passed down to you, there are so many 
forces, priorities, and interests out there, looking out for themselves. Stories about what’s cool, 
what’s acceptable, what should and shouldn’t make you happy. 
 
The occultist Aleister Crowley wrote about a demon called Choronzon, a great metaphor for this 
process. This demon, to him, represented a gap, an abyss in the path of a magician’s journey 
toward mastery. You learn “magic,” how to externalize your “true will” into the world, so his story 
goes, but during a certain part of your training, you must cross “The Abyss.” He writes, in his 
autobiography: 
 
"The name of the Dweller in the Abyss is Choronzon, but he is not really an individual. The 
Abyss is empty of being; it is filled with all possible forms, each equally inane, each therefore 
evil in the only true sense of the word—that is, meaningless but malignant, in so far as it craves 
to become real. These forms swirl senselessly into haphazard heaps like dust devils, and each 



 

 

such chance aggregation asserts itself to be an individual and shrieks, ‘I am I!’ though aware all 
the time that its elements have no true bond; so that the slightest disturbance dissipates the 
delusion just as a horseman, meeting a dust devil, brings it in showers of sand to the earth.” 

  
In other words the world, and the culture, tell you stories, and these stories aren’t necessarily 
evil. But these stories need things from you. They “want to be real.” And in order to tell your own 
story, you have to be able drown them out, at least long enough to hear yourself talk. That’s part 
of your initiation. 
 
Katy began writing soul-baring confessional tunes, and started modeling her career on her hero, 
Alanis, because after she heard Jagged Little Pill, she realized that music could be a 
straightforward vehicle for her own, inner, personal feelings— and she couldn’t unlearn that 
information. That voice, once it finds itself, is hard to silence or ignore. It has to be followed, and 
resistance usually just results in hemorrhage. 
 
Katy heard something in Alanis that she also heard inside herself, and by following that feeling, 
she found her way. Something in Alanis’ music ached, and something in Katy ached in 
response. That ache is one of the ways we recognize our path. 
 
Katy also cites Freddie Mercury as an early influence, particularly Killer Queen. It’s fascinating 
that a flamboyant male performer like Freddie shot so much fire into the hearts of today’s female 
performers; Gaga loves him too. He created an aggressive, unapologetic model of “the diva” 
that straddled musical style and sexual identity. With his performative flourishes and strength of 
personality, all his movements made sense, all his notes pierced the air. With somebody like 
Freddie, gender doesn’t matter, and that coherent, focused energy becomes primary. 
 
Killer Queen, an ode to devastating female sexual power, had an enormous impact on young 
Katy. It was one of her favorites. There’s no reference point for that power in the evangelical 
world— young women are to be chaste and devout; they’re to actively avoid being temptations 
to men. Instead, Killer Queen suggests an unapologetic owning of all the aspects of being a 
woman. Even aspects Katy, at that point, hadn’t experienced yet— Caviar? Cigarettes? 
 
There are moments, during our growth, when we’re seized with an image, a vision of what we 
could be, of what our personality would look and feel like if it were allowed to grow to its full 
potential. We get a glimpse of our possible becoming. 
 
We see a movie, or someone on a stage, or we hear someone speak, or see them create art or 
build something, and we think, that’s the future me. That’s who I am. That’s what I want. 
Something in what we see calls to us, and we start building the composite that will be the best 
version of our future self. The dream that leads us onward. 
 
Best if it’s a composite, of course— it’s probably not healthy to copy someone wholesale. That 
leads to obsession, unhealthy attachment, and, finally, a lack of uniqueness and growth. But at 



 

 

the beginning, imitation is precisely the mechanism by which we learn. 
 
When we encounter this image, it isn’t processed logically. It’s a gestalt, an overwhelming 
sensory impression that, for some reason, lights up our core. We see a certain flip of the hair, a 
certain style of dress, a certain expression of concentration on someone’s face, or a dynamic 
demonstration of prowess, and all at once, our being screams: “THAT. That is the energy I want 
to embody. That is who I want to be.” 
 
The power of that moment is the power the pop star tries to harness. That’s the pop star’s 
medium: our moment of astonishment at another human’s personality, their presence, their pure 
being. 
 
For someone destined to speak in that medium, the torch gets passed— they see someone like 
Freddie Mercury, inhabiting the fullest expression of himself, and that young person can think 
only that they want to be that thing— and later, they realize that being “that thing” means finding 
the fullest expression of their own identity. Copying doesn’t produce the full release of the 
feeling, of their longing— that longing itself has to be articulated, refined, personalized, until it 
becomes a skyward explosion of our own impressions and experiences. 
 
So what are Katy’s experiences? What does she have to say? 
 
We discussed the influence of the Christian god, and Christian worship, in her life. But what 
does that have to do, really, with her second life as a sugar-dipped, confetti-swathed candyland 
queen? 
 
The energy of Christian worship, summarized, is an energy of affirmation. It’s a giant YES. A 
yes to your purpose in life, a yes to the universal forces that want to use you, and a yes to joy, 
to ecstasy, to the idea that paradise exists and that we can go there. It’s a submission to joy. 
 
This is the big selling point of hardcore evangelical Christianity, and it’s what you never see if 
you just look at their public face and their brochures. What you get during those worship 
services is as good as drugs. And it works because it’s a dose of concentrated meaning, of 
significance: they tell a story that places you at a central and loved point in the cosmos, and 
then they get you to believe that story, and then they inject that story with energy. Massive 
amounts of energy. 
 
The struggle, once you discover that the world is larger than your church, is to find that same 
sense of meaning and source of energy in the rest of your life. 
 
This search can be rough. It can seem like you’re never going to find the kind of loving embrace 
and massive power you enjoyed at those services, among those people. You look for it all over 
the place— in human relationships, in experiences, you think someone has to give it to you. 
That if you find the right place, the right people, the right set of ideas, you’ll feel that way again. 



 

 

 
But where did that feeling come from to begin with? Why did you feel that way in church? What 
was the mechanism? 
 
There was music. There was fellowship. There was a soul-enveloping experience, a family, a 
celebration. You were there to rejoice, and you were given reason to, every week. How often do 
you have a reason to celebrate? What profound meaning, what profound story, do you get to 
celebrate every week? What voice do you hear telling you “it’s all right. I love you. You can do 
anything” on a regular basis? 
 
It’s an easy mistake to make, looking for that out in the world, looking for a new place or a new 
tradition that will allow you to experience it. You think there’s a special task that will trigger the 
feeling, a special person that can bestow it. But eventually you realize: people created that 
feeling. You created that feeling. All the times you felt it, you were reaching, you were dancing, 
you were jumping up and down. That feeling comes from people, gathered together, behaving in 
particular ways, hearing and seeing particular things, sharing experiences, and you throwing 
yourself into the middle of it. That feeling was yours. 
 
What would it be like to create that feeling for others? 
 
This would, of course, be different from the straightforward, confessional “Alanis-lite” 
songwriting we talked about earlier. Lifting other people up on a pillar of positive energy requires 
craftsmanship, precision, the ability to make lightning strike at precisely the right moments. You 
have to communicate to your audience, you can’t just vomit emotionally. 
 
If you listen to Katy’s “Firework,” this is what you hear: an effort to take that energy, that love, 
and to strip it of its limits, denude it of the encasing religious structure that chokes its potential. 
To whisper into the ear of the entire world: “you’re enough. Love yourself. Be everything you 
want to be. Be joyful. Explode.” 
 
Katy Perry’s entire constructed personality, her brand, is a monument to that energy and that 
message. Positivity, fun, joy, courage. Self-belief on a JumboTron. 
 
There was a transition, somewhere along the line, from her sort of reflexive need to express 
emotions toward a refined, pointed missile of love and candy. How does a process like that 
happen? 
 
There’s plenty of sentiment out there against the “manufactured” nature of pop stars. We could, 
of course, make the cynical assumption that Katy’s image and message are completely 
manufactured; the products of handlers and people around her, falsehoods of some kind. 
 
It’s unclear, though, what we mean when we say this. We know that experiences as huge as 
Katy’s album, videos, image, and tour couldn’t all be executed by one person. That’s 
impossible. Stylists, technicians, producers, all are necessary. 



 

 

 
Maybe we mean that most of the ideas and original vision don’t come from Katy. Is that true? 
 
Possibly, but it doesn’t really matter. This is all mythology anyway. And myths, like the stories 
about the Greek gods, can be useful whether they’re true or not. 
 
By “mythology,” I don’t just mean “falsehood.” Joseph Campbell covered this in his famed 
Power of Myth interview with Bill Moyers: 
 
Campbell: “People say that what we're all seeking is a meaning for life. I think that what we're 
seeking is an experience of being alive, so that our life experiences on the purely physical plane 
will have resonances within our own innermost being and reality, so that we actually feel the 
rapture of being alive. That's what it's all finally about, and that's what these clues help us to find 
within ourselves.” 
 
Moyers: “Myths are clues?” 
 
Campbell: “Myths are clues to the spiritual potentialities of the human life.” 
 
Moyers: “What we are capable of knowing and experiencing within?” 
 
Campbell: “Yes.” 
 
The point of creating a pop star is to make a mythology, in that Campbellian sense. A mythic 
image, a religious icon. So the job of the person, the star, underneath, is to serve as proper 
mannequin for that tapestry of fantasy. This doesn’t mean they have to be a passive 
receptacle— far from it. The most dynamic, effective pop stars have a personality, a presence, a 
skill set, and an artistic voice that mesh perfectly in collaboration with the artists on their team. If 
they’re doing their job right, Team Katy creates a single, larger-than-life figure, indistinguishable 
from a god. 
 
And yet, this figure is intimately personal. Katherine Hudson (Katy’s born name) gets to express 
her lives, her loves, her pain, and her connection with her fans through a massive, wide conduit 
of light, sound, and power. A conduit she could never construct and maintain on her own. 
 
So the process of transitioning Katy from confessional songwriter to pop star is the process of 
building that conduit, of refining it, and of understanding what sort of impulses can flow along it 
to the audience. 
 
But in the beginning there was Katy, and her love, her desire, the energy that came from her. If 
we want to live lives that express our largest selves, tapping into that energy is the first step. 
 
The first obstacle to finding that energy in ourselves is fear. If some of us feel naturally inclined 
to do, to make, to be, and to love at that volume, what stops us? What could possibly get in our 



 

 

way? Fear. Fear of screwing up, of failing, of not being accepted if we put ourselves out there 
with the full force of our personality. 
 
This is a cliche, but it’s a cliche because that continual battle for individual validity is the price 
we pay for living in an interconnected culture. Our largest projects, products, and experiences 
are the result of cooperative effort— we’ve accomplished a lot by being a social species— but 
this necessarily means that some of our individual desires and visions fall by the wayside. In the 
grip of that culture, we begin to doubt ourselves, and this doubt becomes a habit— a way of 
checking where we and our ideas and desires fall in the grand human hierarchy. Occasionally, 
we have to police ourselves into cooperating. 
 
The impulse to be a pop star is an impulse that flies, at least seemingly, in the face of this 
cooperation. Who are we to love ourselves so much, to express ourselves so largely? Surely if 
everyone felt that way, the world would just be full of narcissists and nothing would get done. 
Better to doubt, better to season our deep desires with a little bit of fear. 
 
Katy’s first single commits a symbolic violation of that fear. The I KISSED A GIRL part is 
transgressive, but even more transgressive, possibly, is the second half of the line: …AND I 
LIKED IT. This is a pure celebration of pleasure. What could be more self-serving? Especially in 
this context: a kind of pleasure-tourism in the LGBT community. She’s not even a “real” lesbian, 
right? What a marketing ploy. 
 
But like it or not, that joy, pleasure, and giddy transgression flows from an honest place with 
Katy. That’s the energy that animates the track. She DID kiss a girl, and she DID like it. The 
throbbing production of the song confirms this, underlines it. And her ability to release that song, 
to ignore the interior and exterior voices of her childhood and the finger-wagging of her Christian 
culture, is a heroic act. The work of ignoring those doubting voices and giving in to joy is the 
work of being a pop star, however morally ambiguous the results. Pop is not always safe or 
ethical, but when done right, it is always on fire. 
 
Finding this fire is an exercise in looking for the simple and the real, like Katy’s kiss. The most 
effective way to do this is to go back to when we were kids and think from that place, before the 
aforementioned web of fears and prohibitions descended over us. What did we encounter that 
stoked in us the urge to dive into life? To celebrate? To smile and dance with joy? What aspects 
of the world did we really want to sink our teeth into? 
 
There’s a balance here of happiness with a kind of discovery, of forward movement. As we 
discussed in the introduction, happiness is not enough. We must experience the eternal renewal 
of life’s awe and mystery in the pop paradigm. 
 
This kind of childlike thinking can seem very simple and one-note, and is easily overlooked in 
favor of more complex, impressive intellectual constructs, the ones academics like me often 
explore. But in this simplicity is a serious and fundamental power. Stripping things back and 



 

 

making them simple is very difficult work, but because the end product slides down like a 
spoonful of sugar, all that labor often goes disguised, unacknowledged. 
 
Hello Kitty is one of the world’s most successful pop brands, and Kitty White, our cute 
protagonist, could be considered a pop star, a modern myth. But what is the message of Hello 
Kitty? In order to be beloved by so many, worn and experienced by everyone from children all 
the way up to lauded contemporary artists and fashion icons, she must be communicating some 
profound truth. What could it be? Whence Hello Kitty’s ubiquity? 
 
In the Hello Kitty exhibit at the Japanese American National Museum in Los Angeles was placed 
a plaque that read: 
 
“Founder, owner, and boundlessly optimistic CEO and President of Sanrio (the company 
responsible for Helly Kitty), Shintaro Tsuji is sometimes described as the “father” of Sanrio. 
 
Everything that Hello Kitty represents— friendship, sharing, happiness and fun— has its roots in 
‘Papa’ Tsuji. Born in 1927 in Kofu, in Yamanashi prefecture, he always wanted to bring 
happiness to the world. Mr. Tsuji’s idea for his company stemmed from the effect the 1930s 
Depression era had on him and those around him. One of the bright spots of his childhood 
rested in his experiences in a Christian kindergarten, where he experienced the joy of birthday 
parties, informal celebrations, and small gifts. He took these happy experiences as a template of 
memories when he eventually created the Sanrio empire as a purveyor of happiness.” 
 
Elsewhere in the exhibit, another plaque reads: 
 
“HAPPINESS. Everyone wants it, but so few claim it. And yet, in the hands of Hello Kitty, 
happiness is straightforward. Instructions: see her, hold her, buy her, share her, and she will 
deliver her “small-gift-big-smile” reward. That reward bridges people, places, and maybe even 
nations. Call it brand promise if you will, but HAPPINESS— in this small package made large 
through so many people, places, and things— may be the most affecting message of Sanrio’s 
Hello Kitty.”  
 
This all sounds very familiar. Birthday parties? Happiness? Christian kindergarten? Behold, 
sample lyrics from Katy Perry’s “Birthday”: 
 
“I heard you're feeling nothing's going right- 
Why don't you let me stop by? 
The clock is ticking, running out of time, 
So we should party all night. 
 
So cover your eyes, 
I have a surprise- 
I hope you got a healthy appetite. 
If you wanna dance, 



 

 

If you want it all, 
You know that I'm the girl that you should call. 
 
Boy, when you're with me, 
I'll give you a taste- 
Make it like your birthday everyday. 
I know you like it sweet, 
So you can have your cake- 
Give you something good to celebrate” 
 
During her tour documentary “A Part of Me,” Katy says: 
 
“My goal when I’m playing shows is super simple. It’s just to make people smile. And to enjoy 
themselves. To have a heart full of hope, and happiness, and to leave that show with a little 
shimmer in their eye.” 
 
These little sparkles of joy, these uncomplicated moments of happiness, are the basis for 
massive global brands. But that seems too easy— how can it be? Shouldn’t there be some 
larger creative challenge involved in the construction of something like a Katy Perry or a Kitty 
White? How can it be so simple? 
 
The answer is that happiness and simplicity are actually pretty challenging. 
 
As we’ve discussed, and will discuss further, the process of becoming an adult entangles us in 
neurosis and worry. But that’s only reasonable: as we get older, we deal with more suffering, 
with disillusionment, with the processes of aging and death. Our loss of hope and joy isn’t 
delusional, it’s a consequence of real challenges and disappointments that are an unavoidable 
part of our human experience. 
 
We structure our culture, our stories, our relationships with ourselves around these challenges, 
and many of our stories involve accepting and acclimating to these challenges— because 
they’re inevitable. 
 
Because of this, there’s a kind of moral hazard embedded in the process of becoming a pop 
star. If you want to communicate the kind of energy that Katy Perry or Kitty White do, you’re 
either looking for an answer to a very basic existential dilemma— or you’re looking to ignore that 
dilemma altogether, depending on who you ask. 
 
This is one of the reasons pop stardom is so focused around youth and beauty— because we 
associate those things with energy, with vitality, and with happiness. When Perry sings… 
 
Let's go all the way tonight. 
No regrets, just love. 
We can dance, until we die. 



 

 

You and I, we’ll be young forever. 
 
You make me feel 
Like I'm livin' a 
Teenage dream. 
The way you turn me on, 
I can't sleep. 
Let's run away and 
Don't ever look back, 
Don't ever look back... 
 
…she’s crafting an impossible myth. As of yet (allowing for future leaps in medical technology), 
we can’t be young forever. We can’t continually be in the process of running away, of exploding 
into vitality. But Perry is betting that we all want to be. 
 
Here, pop leaves itself wide open to a particular form of cultural criticism— this is where feminist 
and anti-capitalist attacks on pop are totally legitimate. When you tap into desires like eternal 
youthfulness, beauty, even wealth and resources (most pop products ooze high-end glitz and a 
kind of western artistic privilege; weirdness and beauty cost money), you revel in a kind of cruel 
optimism, to reference Lauren Berlant— a vision of paradise that for the vast majority of people 
is unattainable. You celebrate materialistic values that have the potential to make a lot of people 
feel less-than because they DON’T have vitality, love, beauty, and money in their lives. 
 
Hazardous, too, is the central idea of becoming a pop star: that you can achieve your dreams. 
What if you can’t? What if you don’t get to have all the things you want? That desire to express 
yourself, to build a life around passion and a particular, exultant kind of vision, is a very 
individualistic and egoistic impulse, and that feeds into global capitalism too. It’s a bit greedy 
and self-centered. What about people who don’t have all your advantages, who don’t have 
access to that kind of dream? 
 
On the other hand, we really do love to dream. 
 
Just like children love fairy tales, we love adventures and ideas about what our life could be like. 
We love fantastical scenarios that fill us with energy, and these scenarios are often what drive 
us forward. Our goal isn’t just to have a certain number of friends or a certain number in our 
bank account— our goal is a feeling. A particular kind of feeling. 
 
Pop stardom like Katy’s is a commitment to this feeling, just as Disney or Sanrio is a 
commitment to this feeling. It’s a very definite decision, a kind of leap into a positively-charged 
void that seems, at face value, to have no ethical referent. What justification could someone 
have for wanting to be a pop star, when people all over the world are starving or in pain? 
 
Yet that dream, the positive celebration that Katy-the-myth holds at her core, is so important to 
so many people. It’s the reason people sing along to her songs and watch Disney movies and 



 

 

buy Hello Kitty products. Somewhere underneath the bare meat-and-potatoes facts of living, 
there is a spark, an energy that makes that living worthwhile. There is vision and hope, a vision 
and hope that for so many is eventually crushed under the wheels of the world. The 
commitment of the pop star, Katy’s commitment, ethically problematic as it may be, is to keep 
that vision, that hope, alive. 
 
Again, happiness isn’t simple. Katy doesn’t just sing about happiness. She sings about 
disillusionment, too, in Wide Awake: 
 
I wish I knew then 
What I know now 
Wouldn't dive in 
Wouldn't bow down 
Gravity hurts 
You made it so sweet 
'Til I woke up on 
On the concrete... 
...I’m wide awake  
 
But even this disillusionment is wrapped in the glittery textures of her pop brand— a narrative 
about coming to consciousness, hope for the future, and change. The video for Wide Awake 
reinforces this, too— it’s a high-production cinematic fairy-story, where Katy finds her way 
through labyrinths, past monsters, and eventually to reconnection with her childhood self, the 
energy and optimism of youth. It fits like a shimmering jewel into her brand’s narrative. 
 
Here we find a clue to the individual idiosyncrasies necessary to build a pop brand that 
communicates, connects, speaks to people. We started this chapter with Katy’s pure positive 
energy; she may be the most undiluted example we have of this “pop feeling” that we can 
slather over our experiences to make them sparkle. But in order to achieve the pop dream of 
totalized individuality, the person, the brand, the energy, has to feel unique. Pop culture can’t 
just  be a hundred different brands of strawberry ice cream; we can’t survive on undifferentiated 
sweetness alone. 
 
We have to achieve the actual transmutation of our experiences; the actual alchemical shift to 
viewing everything, even our suffering, through the lens of juicy, magnified pop experience. This 
kind of pop is an ethos, a way of living, where even our most deadly trials are converted into 
three-minute orgasms of love and understanding. 
 
During the bridge to Taylor Swift’s Out of the Woods, we hear: 
 
Remember when you hit the brakes too soon? 
Twenty stitches in the hospital room 
When you started cryin', baby, I did, too 
But when the sun came up, I was lookin' at you 



 

 

 
A snowmobile wreck, an actual near-death experience, the kind of thing that can result in PTSD, 
is molded into a reason for perspective, poignance, and emotional celebration, ultimately 
directed toward the positive. This is the magic of pop. 
 
So the effort toward a perspective like Katy’s begins not with some generic slate of symbols— 
cupcakes and glitter— but with individual experience, and the pink radioactive goo you pour 
over that experience to morph it toward the extraordinary. 
 
We’re going to take a momentary detour to talk about Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven.” 
 
One of rock’s most famous epics, it’s a masterpiece of bombast, power, and magical 
atmosphere. The lyrics are fantasy, and often lampooned as impenetrable. Robert Plant himself 
often says he really has no specific interpretation, and had no specific goal when writing. Just 
emotion, the feel of the song. 
 
But if we want to trace that feeling to find meaning, in the spontaneously selected images there 
are clues. Remember, pop is all about gut. Gold is the first clue. The woman is the second. 
 
Near the song’s opening, the guitar arrangement is complex, baroque, and the lyrics weave 
through the music as they express ambiguity and mystery. Some scholars have speculated that 
this mystery, and the song’s discussion of buying, of longing, of departing toward uncertainty, 
expresses the lack of structure following the destruction of universal truth in the 60s— a plurality 
of truths had emerged, scientific materialism had destroyed religion, and American and global 
politics were ethically uncertain. Everything was being questioned, and a new spiritual journey, 
departing into that mystery to search for new truths, was something both Led Zeppelin and the 
culture longed for. 
 
But as the song progresses, that longing and wondering evolve in speed and cohesion toward a 
focused and powerful climax. Jimmy Page’s guitar solo erupts, a symbol of individual self-
definition, before the final chords slam into place like a thick hammer, and Robert Plant keens 
like a dragon above the din: 
 
“And as we wind on down the road, 
Our shadows taller than our soul, 
There walks a lady we all know- 
Who shines white light and wants to show- 
How everything still turns to gold. 
And if you listen very hard, 
The tune will come to you at last... 
When all are one and one is all, 
To be a rock and not to roll... 
 
…And she's buying a stairway to heaven.” 



 

 

 
So the blazing pop ethos there is kind of undeniable. But, specifically, is Plant communicating 
here? And what do the gold and the woman have to do with it? 
 
The members of Led Zeppelin were students of the occult, especially Jimmy Page. They were 
interested in alchemical and mystical symbolism. Vivianne Crowley, a psychologist and Wiccan 
priestess who lectures on the psychology of religion at the University of London, writes: 
 
“The inner marriage is an alchemical transformation of the base matter of the personality into 
spiritual gold. It is a process that Carl Jung called ‘individuation.’ We let go of false images of 
ourselves created by our environment and by the projected visions of parents, teachers, friends 
and lovers. We let go of the Persona, the protective mask we put on to face the world. We face 
the Shadow, our own inner negativity. We accept our contra-sexual sides, Anima and Animus. 
We own as ours those aspects of ourselves that we have projected onto other people. 
 
This can disrupt our relationships. We may find that others are not the people we thought they 
were. Sometimes we find that the relationships and activities that satisfied us in the past are no 
longer appropriate on the next stage of our journey. We have to go back and start again. 
 
This process can be painful and we must acknowledge the ambiguity of the card of The Lovers. 
The presiding deity, Eros or Cupid, holds in his hands a bow and sharp pointed arrow. Love is 
inevitably painful and brings with it fear of losing what we have. It is a natural human tendency 
to seek refuge in the security of the known. We fear the unknown and change. But if we trust to 
the process of inner change, if we go through and beyond it, we find that we are much greater 
and richer beings than we thought. 
 
The Lovers can symbolize union between the self and another human being, between the self 
and humankind as a whole, between the self and the biosphere of which we are part, or 
between the self and the Divine. All these types of ‘marriage’ or union are important within 
Paganism. It is our love for something wider and deeper that takes us beyond our own desires 
and personal interests: lead becomes gold.” 
 
This sounds a lot like Katy Perry’s journey toward pop stardom. 
 
Joseph Campbell spoke about the function of myth, and he also spoke about a configuration he 
identified in myths all over the world— the hero’s journey, where a unique individual departs on 
a quest into the unknown in order to bring back new knowledge or experiences for the rest of 
the culture. And he speaks about this boon with the same metaphors, in the language of fairy 
tales and of alchemy— gold, elixir, treasure. 
 
Now, I don’t really buy alchemy or Wicca as anything other than metaphor. It’s just a bunch of 
symbols that helped people understand their experiences before we had science— a bunch of 
symbols that psychologists like Jung later interpreted as being about the human personality, 



 

 

instead of about metals and chemicals and fire. They’re really only useful as placeholders for 
talking about our feelings. 
 
But music is all about feelings. When the members of Led Zeppelin wrote that song, they wrote 
about confronting our shadows, and about a lady we follow through that process who turns 
everything to gold. Paying attention to those symbolic resonances might help us talk about why 
we love that song so much. 
 
Though Led Zeppelin has oft been cast as the badass rock antithesis of mainstream pop candy, 
our relationship with pop has changed post-Gaga: pop is no longer the domain of the safe, the 
chaste, or the sane. Pop these days aims for exactly the kind of crazy rebellion and mystical 
apotheosis associated with Zeppelin in their heyday. 
 
So it wouldn’t be out of line to argue that those last slamming, simple chords of the song, and 
that blasting, repeated vocal figure, were pure pop after the baroque rock of the song’s opening. 
Zeppelin was founded on the blues, and the verse-chorus-verse dead-simple rhythmic, 
emotional pummel of the blues is the bedrock of all pop music since the Beatles themselves. 
 
So now we consider those lines in this context, and something quite sparkly starts to emerge. 
 
The reason the “alchemical marriage” is called that is because when you’re in love, symbolized 
in our cultural stories by marriage, the entire world looks beautiful. These mystics and 
psychologists and occultists are saying that the mechanism that makes the world so beautiful 
when you’re in love is located inside you, all inside you, not inside the specific person you’re 
infatuated with. You know what you desire, and you have a vision of what it looks like— and 
when you take responsibility for that vision, when you marry yourself, when you really get in 
touch with your own soul, you realize that you can feel that love whenever you want, and that 
the framing lens belongs to you. You can fall in screaming, romantic love with the entire world. 
 
If that doesn’t sound like a Katy Perry song, I don’t know what does. 
 
An indie pop star named Kimbra recorded a song for her album The Golden Echo that goes: 
 
“You can't touch it with your two hands 
You can't find it with the third eye 
I've been thirsting in the mud lands 
For a well, it can't run dry, oh 
Passed down to me through the wind 
And in the silence of the white sound 
It's always hidden in the dark night 
Dug up from the cold ground 
 
But it goes over the heart, and over the head 
Over and above all the words they said 



 

 

Be still my heart 
Be still my head 
 
‘Cause I got a goldmine, it's all mine 
Nobody can touch this gold of mine 
I got a goldmine, it's all mine 
Nobody can touch this gold of mine 
I got a goldmine, it's all mine 
Nobody can touch this gold of mine 
It's been through the brimstone, been through the fire 
Nobody can touch this gold of mine” 
 
When talking about the song and the album in an interview, Kimbra said: 
 
“Goldmine is one of the heavier songs on the record for me. Lyrically, it comes from a poem I 
wrote a long time ago that was super simple, and became like a mantra for me if I was ever 
going through hard times. I would sort of say it to myself to remind myself that we all have this 
infinite storehouse within of strength and energy that we can pull from.” 
 
She says it so confidently and nonchalantly— “we all have this infinite storehouse within of 
strength and energy that we can pull from”— like it’s some obvious fact that everyone should 
know. But it really isn’t; not if you don’t have a pretty firm grasp of your own inner alchemy. And 
she claims she draws musical inspiration in this song from the blues, and from chain-gang 
songs and black spirituals— the original verse-chorus-verse crucibles for turning suffering into 
meaning, into hope, into God, into gold. The roots of pop run right out of history and right into 
our hearts, rivers from pain to love. 
 
This is the paradox you have to embody if you want an individual voice in the culture, if you 
want to be a pop star— the raw material is your own suffering, but it has to be transmuted into 
gold. The real magic of pop isn’t just that it makes people happy, but that somehow, through its 
glittering lens, even unhappy experiences have the punch of an epic poem and the wings of 
catharsis. Pop songs aren’t always about celebration, but they turn every experience into 
something you can celebrate. 
 
When you trip on psychedelic drugs, like LSD or psilocybin mushrooms, and the trip is a good 
one, the world takes on a glow of significance and a thick patina of mystery. Everything seems 
suffused with meaning, just like your backyard or an old house or a wooded trail did when you 
were a little kid, totally open to new stories, totally ready to play pretend. Everything is joy and 
adventure waiting to be mined. 
 
Psychedelic drug use and alchemical metaphors have been repeatedly connected throughout 
their history, because the substrate we’re discussing here, the real juice, is meaning. 
Hallucinogens make every experience seem meaningful. When your threshold for assigning 
meaningfulness is lowered, everything comes together in super-symmetrical, kaleidoscopic 



 

 

patterns. Everything seems hyper-organized and a little too perfect, a giant ramp to the ultimate 
celebration. Just like a hero’s journey. Just like a pop song. 
 
When you’re radically tuned in to this perspective, it’s easy to slip into cliche— those hippies 
and mystics we hear talking about universal light and universal love all sound similar and boring 
after a while, because they’re trying to encompass the feeling itself, the pop glitter, in language. 
But this is backwards— what you really need to do is be present to reality, to pay complete 
attention to the littlest and most unique experiences of your own life. Because those moments, 
coated in glitter, make the most hilarious, profound, and enlightening pop. 
 
When Katy Perry sings… 
 
“The summer after high school, when we first met 
We'd make out in your Mustang to Radiohead 
And on my 18th Birthday 
We got matching tattoos 
 
Used to steal your parents' liquor 
And climb to the roof 
Talk about our future 
Like we had a clue...” 
 
…her down-home imagery is just specific enough to the pains of her own life to be new, vital, 
and modern, and just broad and general enough to welcome everyone in. That could be your 
car, your roof, your parents’ liquor. Pop validates your participation in the human story. 
 
So in order to really understand and create pop, you have to be willing to love the dumbest 
things about yourself. It’s true, later in the process, that these things will be coated with sparkle, 
made to seem like they’re a hundred feet high. But at the beginning stages of the process, you 
have to be brave enough to dig for your own uniqueness. The bloody nose you got in the 
bathroom that one time as a kid, the lonely, ugly cry you had in the corner of that club while 
traveling, and that silly dance you did in that elevator when Who Do You Love came on are your 
most revealing treasures, the foundation stones of a new public identity. Pop elevates the 
mundane, and make the elevated as consumable as Skittles. 
 
By the same token, the alchemical “gold” we discussed earlier is both a spiritual and a material 
gold. There’s no barrier, in pop, between financial success and ethical purity— pop is a 
prosperity gospel, a fused amalgam that acknowledges every human drive at once— drive for 
security, beauty, and risk. Sex and church. Love, money, party, as Miley would say. And 
commitment to this fusion, too, is necessary if you want to build a global pop brand— because 
building such a brand takes financial resources.  
 
Pop rejects the lie that material resources are disconnected from empowerment. Resources 
have to flow into you, and out to your audience. In the pop paradigm, exalted and connected 



 

 

experience transfers freely, and currency is just a measurement system for that experience, a 
number put on the exchange of energy. And, as Kimbra suggested, energy is the thing pop 
never runs out of. That goldmine is bottomless. In the land of pop, you can dance forever, 
powered by your glowing pink heart. 
 
This sounds, of course, like pure madness. We all know you run out of energy eventually. We all 
know our economic struggle is more complicated than these simple prosperity gospels. 
 
But pop is a fairy tale that runs on madness. The kaleidoscopic, too-perfect, immersive quality of 
pop, the way it connects all meanings together into an ultimate orgasm, echoes manic delusion 
in the same way it echoes religious ecstasy. This power is a bucking bronco, and it can destroy 
its rider, swallow them up in dead-end beliefs and meaningless spectacle. But properly ridden, 
properly channeled, this power can also change the world. 
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“We are gods with anuses.” 
 
- Ernest Becker 
 
 
When I first saw the Bad Romance video, back in college, I had a sensation that is, now, difficult 
to describe. It was like drinking too much coffee or taking too much Dexedrine. There was an 
anxiety, an energy, and a twitching violence to it that cut right through everything else. The 
industrial influences in the music, the glittering chrome. 
 
For the first time, I didn’t have to pervert the pop video I was watching in my head, to imagine it 
was more aggressive or sharper or more hallucinatory in order to satisfy my sensibilities. I didn’t 
have to generate a more explosive future. Gaga was already ahead of me.  
 
She’d drawn on high fashion, commercial branding, and underground art and music and her 
mission was clear: pop was no longer to be safe. Pop was to be an ultimate material expression 
of her personal creative seizure, but no less pop for that. Pop would no longer be a naive bid for 
public fame— pop would examine itself, through her eyes, the eyes of The Fame Monster. Pop 
was to understand itself as pop, and mutate under the gaze of that radioactivity as it ate up the 
planet. 
 
From the summit of spiritual ecstasy, represented by Katy Perry, we descend into Gaga’s realm, 
and into madness, poison, technology, fashion, and death. In other words, from the pure energy 
of paradise into the sinful material world. 
 
Gaga during her imperial period was a predatory figure, a spider, all sharp edges and 
mechanical precision, mirrors and blades. Her specific texture fit well with her passion for 
couture experimentation; her collaborators from the fashion world were frequently just as 
visually aggressive as she. And even at her most cartoonish moments, like in the video for 
Telephone, the crunch of bone and the sickly sheen of alienation were never far away. She 
covers herself in armor, in ideas. She, like Queen Elsa from Frozen, lives in a rarified 
atmosphere, the cold crystalline heights, swathed in fame’s numbness and glory. During that 
phase of her career, in videos like Alejandro and Bad Romance, she wore her image like an icy 
cloak, encrusted with complex aesthetics and mysterious, bottomless narratives. 
 
This is partially because of the shifting nature of her identity. An aggressive experimenter with 
the mutability of pop, for each video, each performance, and each photo shoot, Gaga took on a 
new self. Just like Bowie, she changed colors, characters, and historical and aesthetic contexts, 
but always managed to tie the result back into the energy of her brand— the dragon inside the 
armor. 
 
This begs the question: what exactly is underneath? Who is Lady Gaga? 



 

 

 
This question has been leveled at her repeatedly. Everyone always wants to know who she 
“really” is, since she “always seems to be performing,” dressing up in various costumes in 
public, making some sort of statement. She even lampooned this herself, when she appeared 
onstage as her male alter-ego Joe Calderone, and said, about the persona of Gaga: 
 
“I mean, She’s fucking crazy. 
 
For example: she gets out of the bed, puts on the heels, she goes into the bathroom, I hear the 
water go on, she comes out of the bathroom dripping wet, she’s still got the heels on. And 
what’s with the hair? At first it was sexy, but now I’m just confused. 
 
And I think it’s great, you know, I think it’s really fucking great that she’s such a star. A big 
beautiful star in the sky. But how am I supposed to shine? I mean I think I’d be okay with it, you 
know, if I felt like she was really being herself with me. And maybe she is. I’m starting to think 
that’s who she is, you know? Maybe that’s just who she is. Because when she gets on the stage 
she holds nothing back. 
 
That spotlight! That big, round, deep spotlight follows her wherever she goes. Sometimes I think 
it follows her home. I know it does. I gotta get in there. When she cums, it’s like she covers her 
face, like she doesn’t want me to see. Like she can’t stand to have one honest moment when 
nobody’s watching! I want her to be real. But she says, ‘Joe…I’m not real. I’m theater. And you 
and I…this is just rehearsal.” 
 
Cue music. Is that the answer? Is she just a performance, a mannequin, armor with nobody 
inside? 
 
I did make up an answer to this enigma for myself, though, for my own peace of mind. I think 
underneath everything, Lady Gaga is her scream. 
 
It’s quite a thing to hear. She’s an accomplished singer, and she can hit some impressive notes, 
but when she screams, as she does during innumerable live performances and public speeches 
and album tracks, a flaming beast roars out from deep within her belly. She’s fighting some kind 
of battle, and that’s her war cry. There’s an animal there that doesn’t exist within Katy Perry— 
that doesn’t exist within most of us. She’s ready to devour the world. That abyssal maw is the 
core of her music; the revolving hole of hunger and black emptiness that allows her to transform 
her exterior with such ease and aggression. 
 
When asked why the Lady Gaga persona exists, why she didn’t just stay Stefani Germanotta, 
Gaga tells us that Stefani could never do this work. 
 
“I am— Stefani is— a perpetually tortured artist. That’s why I changed my name. I can’t be her 
in public. She would be a mess.” 
 



 

 

But Gaga, the invented myth, the goddess, is an open and bottomless mouth, a swirling nexus 
of vacuum, a roar of nothingness. The fire passes through unobstructed, the fame-hunger has 
no fear to block it. If you can convince yourself it’s not you doing these things, you can be 
invincible; no longer a prisoner to your own fears. You’re free to act from the void. 
 
Her development of that hunger, her desire to BECOME, was the first step in assembling the 
Gaga Voltron, the amalgam of influences that would make her who she was destined to be. She 
had a war to win, and she had to gird herself with art. 
 
By her own admission, this war began when she was very young, and it was a war for self-
acceptance, against the slings and arrows of normative opinion. Like so many children who are 
“different” and who grow up to be even more “different”, Stefani Germanotta was bullied. 
 
"I'm eccentric and talkative and audacious and theatrical, and I used to get picked on. I got 
thrown in a trash can on a street corner once by some boys who were hanging out with girls in 
my class. I was 14. Three boys put me in it. The girls were laughing when they did it. 
 
I got profanity written all over my locker at school and all the others were nice and clean. I got 
pinched in the hallways and called a slut. [I felt] worthless. Embarrassed. Mortified. 
 
I was called really horrible, profane names very loudly in front of huge crowds of people, and my 
schoolwork suffered at one point. I didn’t want to go to class. And I was a straight-A student, so 
there was a certain point in my high school years where I just couldn’t even focus on class 
because I was so embarrassed all the time. I was so ashamed of who I was.” 
 
This is the shadow-side of Perry’s experience with Christian joy: if you’re going to be a pop star, 
you do have to have a mission; a transcendent aim outside yourself to shoot for. And that 
mission can come in equal measure from the ecstasies and from the miserable trials in your 
formative experience. 
 
So these are the the two faces of the formula. Yes, you must discover the source of energy in 
yourself, the mystic heart-beacon that outshines all your neuroses and accrued problems. This 
is the only way you’ll be able to keep going, to become an individual. But you also must 
excavate those problems and address them, in the light of artistic clarity. Your scars, your 
wounds, are the badges that will give your roar its character. They’re the raw material from 
which you’ll build your empire. In order to make pop, you have to bring your inner light into 
contact with a difficult, confusing, and painful world. 
 
Drake raps: “...what have I learned since getting richer? / I learned working with the negatives 
could make for better pictures.” 
 
This process is not easy. It’s very tempting to remain in our initial bliss— to just dream our 
dreams, keep that light inside, and avoid encountering the real world and its pain. After all, our 
vision won’t survive that encounter. Inevitably, difficulties arise, our vision mutates, grows, and 



 

 

changes, and so do we. The light always changes after this encounter with reality, though we 
must keep it from blinking out. And it’s really easy to feel like this collision with reality is failure— 
like any pivot or difficulty means the vision isn’t real. It’s easy to lose hope. 
 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, in his seminal work of positive psychology, describes a state of optimal 
experience that he calls “flow.” The state of “flow” involves confronting a challenge that’s just the 
right level of difficulty to totally immerse yourself in— his data tells him this is the surest way to 
experience a rush of joyous involvement in life. When you’re in the state of “flow”, you dissolve 
into your work, you become it, you function on pure instinct. According to his work, the more 
often a person experiences this dissolution, this pure action, the happier they are. 
 
If the challenge in front of you is too great, and your skills can’t match it, you’ll experience 
anxiety; the terror of imminent collapse or failure. If the challenge is too little, and your skills too 
great, you’ll just be bored; you won’t be engaged enough. 
 
Csikszentmihalyi says enjoyment and immersion aren’t the only reasons “flow” is important, 
though. Because while you’re being challenged, you grow. The feeling of flow isn’t just the 
feeling of losing yourself, it’s the feeling of your own personality expanding and gaining 
complexity, the feeling of gaining new and previously unsuspected powers. He asserts that your 
personality emerges stronger and more fully articulated on the other end. 
 
When you face your life’s difficulties in a conscious and attentive way, you integrate old parts of 
yourself, and you create new ones. You become, in his words, a larger, more complex, and 
more cohesive personality. And according to Csikszentmihalyi, as you’re doing this, you 
experience a kind of rush. You immerse yourself in the stream of experience, you lose yourself, 
you pour out of yourself. It’s bliss, but an active, challenging kind of bliss, bliss in eternal growth, 
bliss in breaking free— exactly how we described the feelings evoked by pop music in the 
introduction. 
 
Cast like this, Gaga’s suffering transforms from an obstacle into the very reason for her being. 
 
There’s a particular rhythm to our suffering. Our life throws things at us, hits us with experiences 
and pains, and this comes in waves. If we can surf those waves, we can use their power to 
propel ourselves forward. If we can’t, they drag us under and pound us to death. 
 
These waves are internal as well as external. As we discussed in the last chapter, our pasts, our 
lives, our thoughts, and the people that surround us can all add voices to the chorus of 
challenge. We hear stories about ourselves constantly, from the world and from our own mind, 
and in order to create our own story, a prerequisite of being a pop star, we have to digest those 
stories, melt them down, and spit our own new story back out. Immersion in that process is how 
a creative person reaches “flow”. 
 
Those waves of difficulty, that pulse of pain, has to be matched by the speed of our digestion. If 
we give in to all the narratives being thrown at us, whether bad (“you’re worthless!”) or good 



 

 

(“just take this job, you’ll be fine! You’re so smart!”), we miss the chance to tell our own unique 
story; to crack the pavement and introduce a new way of being to the culture. And that’s what 
being a pop star is about. 
 
Lorde, a pop star familiar with the confessional mining of inner darkness, sings: 
 
“I’m a princess cut from marble, smoother than a storm. 
And the scars that mark my body, they’re silver and gold, 
My blood is a flood of rubies, precious stones, 
It keeps my veins hot, the fire's found a home in me. 
I move through town, I’m quiet like a fight, 
And my necklace is of rope, I tie it and untie. 
 
And now people talk to me, but nothing ever hits home 
People talk to me, and all the voices just burn holes. 
I’m done with it. 
 
This is the start of how it all ends— 
They used to shout my name, now they whisper it. 
I’m speeding up, and this is the red, orange, yellow flicker beat is sparking up my heart. 
We're at the start; the colors disappear, 
I never watch the stars, there’s so much down here… 
So I just try to keep up with the red, orange, yellow flicker beat sparking up my heart.” 
 
Here she communicates the incredible energy of a heart alive with the fire and light we 
discussed in the first chapter, a heart confronting an indifferent world that scars, harms, and 
holds this light back. In the face of that world, we can only open our mouths wider, hoping to 
consume the challenge, to feast on the suffering, on all the counter-narratives we hit when 
building our own story. We have to evolve along with that fire or it consumes us. An enormous 
amount of energy pours through us when we do this. We burn old stories in the forge of our 
hearts, and fashion new stories out of them. 
 
This feeling, this process, is instantly recognizable to anyone who’s experienced it. As Kanye 
put it, “you learn to swim in backlash.” The bumps and bruises and challenges have a certain 
tidal flow, and your internal fire, if you channel the incoming flow properly, will start to flicker, 
faster and faster. Lorde’s metaphor was perfect. You have to be able to contain that fire, to 
match it with action, to speed yourself and your presence in the culture up, otherwise the 
madness will just consume you. 
 
You don’t have complete control over this process, just like you don’t have complete control 
when you’re surfing on the ocean. You must open wide, allow, and be aware— and move when 
the flickering is timed just right. You flame when the culture is flammable; when the narratives 
around you are ripe for disruption by your own. 
 



 

 

Like Timothy Leary said, “The more energy that is directed against me, the more energy that is 
available for me.” It’s just an issue of being able to transmute that energy without damaging 
yourself. And you transmute that energy by producing “work.” In other words, by creating a 
physical or experiential or narrative artifact that brings this inner world, your inner warrior, into 
direct contact with the external world and all its forces. When you make something from that 
central conflict, the inner you and the outer universe slam together like two battling superheroes. 
 
The work you make can take any form— for pop stars and those that collaborate with them, 
clearly it takes the form of music, multimedia experiences, text, interviews, all of that. But this 
principle, of vaulting over incoming pain and struggle as a creative challenge, as raw material, is 
an open invitation to any artist or communicator, no matter their expressive craft— from 
sculpture to social media. The functional mechanism is the ability to chew up stories that impact 
on your consciousness, digest and rework them, and spit them back out into the culture.  
 
Your raw material doesn’t even have to be the details of the stories— it could be pure emotion, 
the fiery fuel of anger or joy or desire that you get from your experiences. Energy goes in, and in 
some form, haltingly at first, and then in a singing, unified torrent, energy comes out. 
 
Done repeatedly, over time, this is the process of developing your voice. 
 
We have not really, until now, discussed the actual production of creative works, of media— but 
of course this is the stage after you discover the infinite source within yourself. What else would 
you do with an infinite source of energy but create? Why else would you be reading this book? 
 
Creating as a pop star is, of course, a particular enterprise. Pop stars have long been criticized 
for being manufactured mannequins, figureheads or centerpieces for a sort of fame-based 
spectacle that has little to do with their individual creative efforts. So given this, what does it 
actually mean to create as a pop star? Doesn’t it all just depend on the caprices of the system? 
Don’t you have to get sucked up into the fame-machine; don’t they do it all for you? 
 
Well, yes and no. 
 
Any startup founder will tell you that one of the most difficult growth-stages for a new company 
is the stage where you “scale” that company. This is where you have to take this great product 
or service or idea you’ve conceived, and build a structure that can open the experience to a 
massive number of people— you have to get enough new customers on board to provide 
resources to your company, and then you have to grow your company in a way that won’t 
alienate those new customers. You have to get big, in other words, without becoming faceless, 
providing bad service, or losing connection with the glowing core that makes you who you are 
as a company. 
 
This is incredibly difficult to do, because that initial spark of inspiration, the jump-up-off-the-
couch excitement that made you want to make this idea real in the first place, resides with you. 
You were the one who saw the big picture, the vision, and got excited— and the energy of your 



 

 

brand, your company, flows from that excitement. So the problem in scaling isn’t just about 
making a big infrastructure or distribution network that can handle your products and fans (a big 
enough challenge on its own)— it’s about making sure every piece of that structure, every 
employee you hire and every way you represent your brand, carries that same spark of energy. 
A really herculean task— because your employees don’t live inside your head. They didn’t have 
that “aha!” moment. So you either have to find other people that can connect directly into that 
electric big-picture vision— can see it and feel it as clearly as you do— or you have to create 
policies and best practices, a series of rules and regulations that ensure that every action taken 
on behalf of your company carries that energy with it. 
 
We can all tell the difference between a company that manages to retain that spark, that 
connection, and one that doesn’t. It’s all in the feel. Wal-Mart’s branding and advertising is 
bright, chipper, and community-oriented, but walking into their stores feels like walking into a 
post-apocalyptic wasteland. That hopeful energy is totally gone; they don’t carry their values 
through. Apple, by contrast, feels like it has a coherent system of values from the founder of the 
company (now deceased, no less) all the way through the experience you have when you walk 
into their stores, interact with their Geniuses, and use their products. The magic is always 
present. 
 
This is the reason so many conversations and resources are spent on team-building exercises, 
values brainstorming, branding theory, and dreaming up vision and mission statements for 
companies; why people get together in little rooms and talk about metaphors and grand, epic 
narratives for their brands— because despite all technology has done for our ability to produce 
and enforce metrics and policies, stoking that alive, dynamic fire, the thing that makes people 
excited to interact with your brand, is still largely an occult practice. Companies are always 
trying to come up with new ways to get that fire inside the hearts of both employees and 
customers, rituals or collective religions to stir that excitement, based not in logic but in feeling.  
 
That fire is a product of the individual “aha!” moments that we experience during our lives, a 
result of our momentary peak experiences or struggles or visions of beauty that produce 
excitement. Getting that energy outside our heads, and generalizing that energy throughout a 
system of rules without killing it, is very difficult. We have to have the networks, products, and 
distribution channels to physically move data and product, and we also have to turn those very 
individual experiences into a clear, unified voice that can be pumped through those channels. A 
story that people can understand, that will meet them where they’re at in their own lives while 
still transmitting that unique spark. 
 
So when we speak about a pop star being a sort of manufactured mannequin, often what we’re 
reacting to is the massive team of people— stylists, makeup artists, set-builders and designers, 
videographers and editors, music producers and backing bands, the vast army that makes up 
the pop star’s cultural presence and company. Because that’s what each star is— a company. 
Creating a huge concert, an immersive album-listening experience, or an entire universe inside 
each of dozens of music videos can’t all be accomplished by a single person. So we see a 



 

 

massive amount of work being done by people other than the star, and we naturally wonder if 
they’re even necessary. 
 
But the job of the pop star is not to perform every task— to tweak every knob on the equalizer or 
to choose every wardrobe item or even to sing every note. The job of the pop star is to be a 
human vision statement, a human mission statement. They are the source of their brands’ 
values and energy. That fire comes from them. 
 
And it’s that fire that pop stars are so good at sparking in their audience. That’s the difference 
between a customer and a fan. 
 
This is how pop-star brands are able to interact with their fans in such a personal and direct 
way, able to inspire such fervent, screaming, crying, fainting devotion: this huge organization of 
people is coordinated so thoroughly that it reads to the audience as a single human personality.  
 
This can happen because it actually has one at the core of the machine. When speaking of 
Lady Gaga’s stage spectacles or elaborately directed videos, fans say “she, her, hers”…even 
though we all know there are hundreds of people involved. The illusion, the fire, the experience 
of deep emotional connection, is nearly perfect if done right. 
 
Gaga in particular likes to draw attention to her team— she refers to them as the “Haus of 
Gaga”, evoking the teams of artists and laborers employed and trusted by high-end fashion 
designers. She has a characteristic way of examining the pop exercise even as she performs it, 
and by christening the Haus of Gaga she draws attention to the workmanship and artistry of 
pop, even as she reminds us of its artifice. Instead of hiding from the reality of her organization, 
she positions herself as an auteur. 
 
Nicki Minaj is another contemporary performer characterized by ferocity and singularity of 
personality. She’s arguably the most prominent woman rapper on the planet, and her 
aggressive, elastic-voiced, idiosyncratic rhymes mark out her boss status with artfulness of 
expression and growls of dominance. It would be very difficult to manufacture, to fake, what 
Nicki Minaj is and what she represents. That kind of public presence needs an extraordinary 
human at its center. 
 
Yet during a meeting with her creative team backstage, after her first televised live performance, 
she said: 
 
“From the bottom of my heart, I wanted to thank each and every single solitary one of you. This 
day is one of the best days of my life so far since I’ve been doing music. Because I actually feel 
comfortable with my team, and I’m proud of myself, but I’m proud of you guys. 
 
You guys bust your asses time and time again. And sometimes I don’t realize…everybody 
comes up to me after we do things and says ‘good job, you did it, you did it’…but we did it. We 
did it. We did a good job today. 



 

 

 
And I realize the sacrifices that you guys make, and I love you. Because you’re my family. So 
when I yell and when I scream, it’s not that I don’t like you. It’s that I’m nervous. I don’t want to 
fail. 
 
I have so many blessings, but the biggest blessing that I have right now in my life is my team.” 
 
She was crying. 
 
Pop stardom combines some of the most visceral, personal and powerful elements of 
contemporary storytelling into one package, through this blowing-up of a single human 
personality to skyscraper-size. We get to follow the star’s actual life— we can geek out over 
Gaga’s artistic philosophy, or obsess about where Beyoncé went shopping or how Justin 
Timberlake works out— but we can also journey, with these characters we already know, into 
the infinite fantasy-lands of their music videos and live performances.  
 
We can see unreal desires manifest, but we can also ground ourselves with these characters in 
the minutia of the everyday. It’s as if pop stars harvest the best and most evocative elements of 
reality television and fictional films like Twilight or The Hunger Games to create hybrid 
narratives, aspirational bridges between imagination and the mundane. 
 
It’s as though pop stars can simultaneously be our gods and our next-door neighbors. 
 
This is the kind of goal massive companies like Coke or Apple are trying to achieve all the 
time— they want to be a part of your life and your community in a personal, emotional way, and 
at the same time they want to be larger than life. Consider Coke’s “open happiness” idea, the 
very centerpiece of one of their recent brand strategies, and the attendant rhetoric that was 
displayed on their official website: 
 
“Modern science defines happiness as the positive range of emotions that we feel when we are 
content or full of joy. 
 
At Coca-Cola our definition is just a little bit simpler. Happiness to us is anything that can bring a 
smile to someone's face. We're in the business of spreading smiles and opening happiness 
every day all across the world. We know we might not change the world over night, but if we can 
add just a few smiles to the world then we've done our job. 
 
Since the dawn of time the human race has sought intensely after the pleasure and lightness 
that true happiness brings. The quest for true happiness is one that every person will adventure 
on. 
 
So what is happiness? Great philosophers, religious leaders, writers and thinkers throughout 
human history have asked themselves this basic question. Through their wisdom we can learn 



 

 

and maybe take just one more step on our own happiness journey. 
 
Like Coca-Cola, these great men and women each asked themselves the same core question – 
what is happiness? While each of their own definitions differ, each touches on a similar cord that 
we must all come to realize. The quest for true happiness is not really a quest at all, but a 
decision and a choice. So don't wait another moment. Open an ice cold Coca-Cola and choose 
happiness!” 
 
I completely understand if you’re rolling your eyes right now. 
 
The problem with Coke is twofold. First, they have to sell Coca Cola. They don’t just get to 
create pure vision, pure feeling— the vision and feeling always have to be tied in to selling a 
specific variety of elaborately concocted sugar-water. This produces environmental 
consequences, health consequences, and global and local economic consequences that are 
very negative and damaging, and Coke has to deal with that. 
 
Pop stars, by contrast, exist purely to create opportunities for people to experience that 
feeling— any media or product or live event can be placed in the service of that mystery, that 
wonder, that magic, that vision. Perhaps more crucially, any product or strategy that doesn’t fit 
the feeling, the fire, can be done-away-with— a luxury that a brand like Coke doesn’t have. 
 
That need to sell also makes Coke very risk-averse. Many corporations tend to be this way— 
their messaging is built to absorb as many consumers as possible while alienating nobody, to 
support the eternal flow of the product. The provocative identity of the pop star, the risks pop 
stars take, are anathema to the focus-grouped consumer product environment, and branding 
like Coke’s tends to land in that “placid, boring heaven”-type happiness we discussed in the 
introduction.  
 
The fitful, rebellious vitality of pop is something companies like Coke absorb after it’s already 
been developed...by hiring stars for endorsements, ads, that kind of thing. But they have trouble 
originating it themselves. They tend not to ally with the most provocative performers until very 
late in the stars’ careers. 
 
Second, Coke, no matter how personal they try to be, is a company without a face. They don’t 
actually have a single human personality at the center of their brand. And part of the power of a 
brand like Lady Gaga, part of the reason that her Little Monsters are such devoted broodlings 
and part of the reason she wields the emotional force she does, is because we relate to her as a 
her. A friend, a companion, an advocate for us, a person. 
 
Even giant companies with already-exceptional branding want to partner with pop stars to 
connect to us on a personal level. One of my favorite pieces of Gaga media is actually a Google 
Chrome commercial— she’s pictured prepping for her workday, and jogging across the Brooklyn 
bridge in the morning, but much of the commercial is comprised of YouTube clips of Gaga fans, 
Little Monsters, preparing and putting makeup on as well— and then covering her songs, 



 

 

making costumes, and choreographing dances to express their fandom. These are real fan 
videos that she selected.  
 
As the song “Edge of Glory” crescendos, Gaga’s movements and those of her beloved children 
coalesce into a wave of exultant expression, an argument that identity and empowerment can 
be collective experiences, that the fans and Gaga give each other permission to be who they 
are. And of course all this is taking place on social media— so the Chrome commercial ends 
with the slogan “the web is what you make it”. 
 
YouTube it. It’s really good. 
 
Say what you want about cynical corporate endorsement, but the video had Gaga’s creative 
stamp all over it, and was so emotionally evocative that it had me choked up. What we can 
accomplish with these tools, and with these stories, is real and powerful. 
 
We’re social creatures, wired to interact with other human personalities. No matter what rhetoric 
a company employs, they’re never going to equal the experience of watching a heroic, Joan-of-
Arc-like goddess smash through personal barriers, challenges, and myths in order to become 
queen of the world. This is the hero-story we get to live when we watch our pop stars. 
 
Apple is in a somewhat better position than Coke. Though their supply-chain has its own ethical 
issues, Apple products aren’t saddled with the same negative reputation as Coke products. In 
fact, they’re often seen as enhancers of creativity and as the potential solution to certain global 
and social problems. 
 
Also, importantly, Apple DOES have a central personality fueling their company ethos, providing 
them with energy— such a strong personality that when Steve Jobs died, there were 
widespread worries about the future and direction of the company. 
 
Now, Steve Jobs was just one man. We know very well that he can’t have been responsible for 
every single company-wide branding, marketing, store-management, and product-design 
decision. But, as Douglas Rushkoff puts it (with my italics): 
 
“What you end up with is, instead of a hierarchy with management at the top, you end up with 
more of a mandala, with competency in the middle, and everyone wants to get further and 
further in to that competency. Apple’s kind of got that going on, where you feel like, whether it’s 
true or not, you feel like Steve Jobs is the sort of creative center from which these ideas are 
emanating, and the closer you are to him, the closer you are to the creative center. And that 
goes all the way out, right through customers. Your customer is just right outside that last ring of 
the mandala. Your most enthusiastic customer is just your fledgling employee.” 
 
Nobody goes to work for you like fans do. 
 



 

 

Steve Jobs, in this context, is a pop star. He functioned as creative decision-maker at Apple, 
but, perhaps just as importantly, his personality was so strong that he held his entire company 
together like glue, and enforced a fire, vision, and ethos that carried his energy through those 
channels even after his death. Steve’s ghost haunts Apple even now, and his reputation as an 
iconoclastic visionary, his particular way of making magic, mystery, and excitement, animated 
his company and has been one of Apple’s most potent sources of fuel and market dominance. 
The company’s recent falters and mis-steps, meanwhile, are routinely blamed on Steve’s 
absence and the fading of his vision. 
 
The creation of a pop star is the process of coaxing a real live ghost to haunt a corporate 
machine. 
 
But even Apple is hamstrung by the technical constraints of moving a particular product. In a 
very real way, especially in the age of the internet, a pop star like Gaga is no longer making an 
effort to move albums, downloads, or even concert tickets— the pop star’s primary job is to 
create that feeling, the infinite power, joy, mystery, and fantasy, and to give that experience to 
their audience however they can. Just as with Jobs’ company, everyone wants to crowd closer 
to that center. They’ll pay whatever it costs, whether they’re paying for a seat at the Staples 
center or for an hour of one-on-one conversation or a t-shirt. This allows the pop star a lot of 
versatility as a contemporary deity. 
 
I’d like to do a sort of imaginative exercise with you. I want you to envision the barrier between 
the pop star and her audience as a globe around the star’s body, as she hovers glowing in 
midair. Like a lightbulb, except made of some sort of opaque glass. 
 
Earlier on, say, in the era of Britney Spears, every product offered— albums, merchandise, 
singles, concert tickets— cut a tiny hole, a channel through the globe, so a little bit of the star’s 
personality could shine through. You got to pay for a product and interact with one piece of 
them, and everybody thought this is the way it was supposed to work— in tiny packages, in 
products. Nobody knew the globe was even there, or, really, the star herself. People thought in 
terms of product launches, and the creative ideas were embedded in the products. 
 
In the era of Gaga, the social media pop star, the globe is cracking and shattering, and the full, 
shining creature inside is being revealed. Every angle of the star’s life is available— and the 
audience still clamors for more. They long for the total shattering of the globe; complete 
transparency and intimacy with the filament-like source of energy within— the star’s personality. 
They want communion. 
 
This is the economy of the personality. Personality is what a pop star trades in. Personality, 
mood, and experience. Union with the divine in the personal. 
 
It’s wrong-headed for record labels and other media companies to focus so much on controlling 
the little packets, the little channels and products; on making sure nobody torrents videos or 
downloads MP3s— because with pop stars, the real product is the fully-lit-up, dynamically 



 

 

exploded human personality, and the energy and inspiration and stories the audience gets from 
interacting with that personality. MP3s can be copied; in the future, all media will be copy-able 
and distributable at very little cost and effort. But the fully alive human personality is still very 
difficult to replicate. Contact with that is what people long for, the experience itself, the feeling. 
That’s the pop star’s primary monopoly, the thing she has that nobody can take from her. 
 
We no longer get the jitters when opening an album we purchased— we just download it or 
stream it, and get on with our listening experience— but we still get the jitters when we’re in the 
room with a famous person. We still get high off that drug, because it’s so rare. Because of that, 
it’s also more expensive. 
 
If Lady Gaga asked to chat with you for an evening and then crash on your couch, you would 
probably go for it, even though you don’t know her, because she’s Lady Gaga. Personality is 
worth currency and resources. An MP3 costs a dollar. A personality is priceless. Media 
distributors, artists, and companies of all stripes would do well to understand the ineffable magic 
that sits at the core of the pop experience, and capitalize on that. Public speaking engagements, 
campfire sing-alongs and wilderness adventures with your favorite star, immersive 
environments and big-ticket life-changing Tony Robbins-style personal development 
encounters. By focusing on policing little bits of media, copies of data, they think too small. They 
miss the location of the magic altogether. The magic is in the personality and the relationship. 
 
This relationship, though, cannot contain that magic if it’s just part of a corporate strategy. If a 
CEO is reading this book and thinking “oh good, I’ll just implement these rules and make a 
bunch of money”, they’re making an enormous mistake. 
 
As we discussed earlier, the personal journey, the most vulnerable experiences we have as 
people, are the only true fuel for this machine. They’re the only experiences and stories that 
glow brightly enough to power this massive superstructure. Our marriage to our selfhood, deep 
inside. 
 
In the game of culture, our big human brains are constantly looking for stories that help us make 
sense of our inner and outer worlds— and those worlds are rapidly evolving. Especially in the 
era of the internet, culture moves fast. The moment someone makes a rulebook— “tell this kind 
of story, and everyone will like it”— the next most evocative and viable cultural experience will 
be the one that breaks the rules in that book. There is no endgame in culture, even mass 
culture. 
 
At the same time, just randomly generating culture, doing insane rule-breaking stunts in an 
effort to find something “new”, may or may not connect or communicate to people. A certain 
amount of legibility is necessary if a unique and ideologically aggressive cultural product is 
going to have a wide impact. People have to be able to speak, or at least learn, the language. 
 
When an exciting person you know you’re going to be good friends with messages you on social 
media, that’s worlds apart from the feeling you get when you’re messaged by a company with 



 

 

an agenda, a script, or a set of best practices. You know the difference instantly and deeply. 
You can’t fake the feeling. 
 
This is why the inner feelings, longings, urges, and dreams of the pop star are such a crucial 
component when constructing these massive, near-religious media experiences. Those feelings 
are the compass. When an individual selects specific and vulnerable elements from their 
experience, they pull from a storehouse of feeling-data below the stories already flooding the 
culture, the stories that have set up shop in our brains without us thinking about it.  
 
The prophecy isn’t enough on its own; you need a Jesus Christ to fulfill it. Fully god, but 
crucially, fully human. 
 
When Gaga, near the end of her seminal Paparazzi performance at the 2009 VMAs, started 
bleeding, dripping realistic-looking blood all over the stage, this wasn’t something that fit within 
the realm of mainstream pop performance at the time. It came from left field and it was visually 
and narratively aggressive. 
 
At the same time, it was immediately a symbol that everyone understood. Gaga had already 
established herself as a warrior for pop nonconformity, and had explored the violent 
underpinnings of fame in her songs and videos. The massive audience was familiar with horror 
movies, religious imagery, all the symbolic vocabulary they would need to connect to the 
performance, to react to it, to understand it on the same gut level she did. 
 
But this wasn’t just some calculated move on Gaga’s part— she didn’t run a focus-group and 
determine that bleeding everywhere would be the most marketable possible act. That kind of 
creative decision comes from a visceral encounter with one’s own perverse desires. She had to 
come to that vision on the same sub-intellectual level that the audience was to experience it. 
 
Here we see the transmutation process, the conduit between the pain and the expulsive 
pleasure of being a pop star, resulting in an actual media artifact. That performance is one of 
the centerpieces of Gaga’s early career, but it began with her and her team going “wouldn’t it be 
fucking cool if…” They were guided by the dopeness radar, not by a focus group or customer 
data. 
 
Her deeply personal journey, her efforts to shake herself up and to explore her own demons, 
and her determination to take her audience along for that journey, is our model for the 
productive pop process. This is how the raw material gets turned into product, into experience, 
and into art. 
 
In the opening of the video for Marry the Night, Gaga has a narrative monologue, as she’s 
wheeled into a hospital on a gurney and as we subsequently follow her through other scenes 
from her pre-career crisis. She says: 
 



 

 

“When I look back on my life, It's not that I don't want to see things exactly as they happened. 
It's just that I prefer to remember them in an artistic way. And truthfully the lie of it all is much 
more honest, because I invented it. 
 
Clinical psychology tells us arguably that trauma is the ultimate killer. Memories are not recycled 
like atoms and particles in quantum physics. They can be lost forever. It's sort of like my past is 
an unfinished painting. And as the artist of that painting, I must fill in all the ugly holes and make 
it beautiful again. 
 
It's not that I've been dishonest, It's just that I loathe reality. 
 
For example, those nurses— they're wearing next season Calvin Klein. And so am I. And the 
shoes? Custom Giuseppe Zanotti. I tipped their gauze caps to the side like Parisian berets, 
because I think it's romantic. And I also believe that mint will be very big in fashion next Spring. 
 
Check out this nurse on the right— she's got a great ass. Bam. 
 
The truth is, back then at the clinic, they only wore those funny hats to keep the blood out of 
their hair. And that girl on the left: she ordered gummy bears and a knife a couple of hours ago. 
They only gave her the gummy bears. I wished they'd only given me the gummy bears. 
 
You may say I ‘lost everything’, but I still had my Be-Dazzler. And I had a lot of patches; shiny 
ones from M&J Trimming. So I wreaked havoc on some old denim, and I did what any girl would 
do. 
 
I did it all over again.” 
 
Here we have an almost uncomfortably intimate window into how Gaga’s experiences become 
our consumable media, down to the precise relationships between the psychological process of 
transmutation she’s engaging in and the fashion items and aesthetic templates she chooses to 
communicate her new vision of herself and the world. Gaga’s excitement and desire informs this 
process (“…because I think it’s romantic…”), and that excitement, that desire, is crucial and 
specific food for her designers, producers, makeup artists, and videographers. 
 
Nicki Minaj talks about this process too, and emphasizes the spontaneity and immediacy of the 
work. There are elements of public pop presence that are thoroughly sculpted and edited, like 
the mixing and production of the music, but all that precision is injected with a crucial untamed 
energy: 
 
“When I write a rap, like, my brain doesn’t compute ‘now write rap’. It doesn’t. You just have to 
let it happen, and just don’t second-guess yourself too much, and then it gets done. 
 
To me, music is, like, spiritual. So it moves you in a weird way that you cannot teach in school. 
I’ll hear a beat, and words just start coming to me. 



 

 

 
When everything comes together, you feel like…this is my castle, the world is my stage…you 
know, it feels like I’m in control.” 
 
The way Nicki describes this process, especially the last line, are near-perfect echoes of the 
interviews Csikszentmihalyi conducted for his book on Flow. She describes two experiences 
that seem almost contradictory: she’s “letting it happen” letting go, but she says she feels 
supremely “in control” at the same time. But Csikszentmihalyi writes: 
 
“Although the flow experience appears to be effortless, it is far from being so. It often requires 
strenuous physical exertion, or highly disciplined mental activity. It does not happen without the 
application of skilled performance. Any lapse in concentration will erase it. And yet while it lasts 
consciousness works smoothly, action follows action seamlessly. In normal life, we keep 
interrupting what we do with doubts and questions. ‘Why am I doing this? Should I perhaps be 
doing something else?’ Repeatedly we question the necessity of our actions, and evaluate 
critically the reasons for carrying them out. But in flow there is no need to reflect, because the 
action carries us forward as if by magic.” 
 
But the spontaneous, totally visceral energy that flows from the pop star themselves isn’t 
enough by itself to create a legible product, a proper gateway to blissful experience. Just Nicki 
spastically barking, growling, and rhyming by herself wouldn’t be enough for her audience. This 
is one of the reasons that pop and hip-hop beats and song structures, especially in the upper 
echelon of the Top 40, are so tightly regimented, juicy, and catchy. 
 
Often, strict limits, structures, boundaries, and frameworks provide the best playground for 
creativity. Given the emotional arc of the 3-minute verse-chorus-verse pop song, what can you 
say? What kind of novelty can you introduce? How can you shock and delight your audience? 
 
Ester Dean is a top line writer, one of the behind-the-scenes craftspeople that writes pop songs. 
Top line writers are responsible for coming up with vocal melodies and hooks— those bits of 
expression, exclamation, and assertion that connect us to a song emotionally; that give it 
character and cement it in our minds. From her New Yorker profile: 
 
“Dean has a genius for infectious hooks. Somehow she is able to absorb the beat and the 
sound of a track, and to come out with its melodic essence. The words are more like vocalized 
beats than like lyrics, and they don’t communicate meaning so much as feeling and attitude—
they nudge you closer to the ecstasy promised by the beat and the ‘rise,’ or the ‘lift,’ when the 
track builds to a climax. 
 
Dean’s preferred method of working is to delay listening to a producer’s track until she is in the 
studio, in front of the mike. ‘I go into the booth and I scream and I sing and I yell, and sometimes 
it’s words but most times it’s not,’ she told me. ‘And I just see when I get this little chill, here’—
she touched her upper arm, just below the shoulder—’and then I’m, like, ‘Yeah, that’s the hook.’ 
If she doesn’t feel that chill after five minutes, she moves on to the next track, and tries again.” 



 

 

 
Here, we see the whole architecture of the process. Some stars work with top line writers, some 
write their own top line (and some stars, notably Kesha, Sia, and Robyn, write top line for 
others). There’s a very structured, textured beat or set of chords, meticulously created to 
explode out of the speakers in full technicolor. But the “hook” of the track requires a person just 
reacting biologically— dancing, yelling, and searching for the physical pressure-point in the 
music, the erogenous zone on the track that will make it explode into full pop orgasm. 
 
That verse-chorus-verse structure is based, of course, on the blues, and is deeply rooted in the 
history of music. There’s something primal and hyper-traditional about it. It’s a lock-step set of 
ideas drifting in the blood of most of western civilization at this point. So When Nicki roars and 
snarls on top of that beat, we’re awed and galvanized, but we can also follow the plot. We 
understand what she’s doing, and we know when to anticipate breaks, crescendos, and 
moments of catharsis. This is a fairy tale we know and respond to. 
 
Fairy tales are an excellent comparative study for pop songs, in fact— the very staying-power of 
the fairytale is couched in the simplicity and predictability of its form. We could all probably 
make up a fairytale if put on the spot— some character is in a normal, everyday situation, then 
there’s some tragedy or some magic intrudes, and the consequences of said magic or tragedy 
must be resolved, all with a neat bow and in a very short time. But the texture of each tale, 
despite that rigid structure, is wildly different— and this is because the narrative conventions of 
the fairytale allow for just about any fantastic element to enter the plot. Giant ducks, magic 
buckets, endless rivers of gold. As long as we follow the recognizable emotional arc of the 
fairytale, the most fantastical elements are admitted into the story. We can be taken just about 
anywhere, and we can encounter just about anything, as long as we can follow the 
breadcrumbs. 
 
Pop takes advantage of this same human affinity for punctuated structure. Nicki can bellow like 
an angry deity and compare herself to a dragon, Gaga can film a pop-surrealist journey 
involving bloody cow organs, and Kesha can literally sing about being a cannibal and eating 
people, but all these insane images, experiences, and textures are housed in a container we 
thoroughly understand. Because of pop, we have access to a smooth bridge to otherworldly 
madness and euphoria, to the experimental fringes of being human. 
 
When building such fantastical products, out of a sea of possibilities, it can be difficult to know 
where to begin. Maybe we’ve connected with our internal source of energy, and our primary 
conflict, but we don’t know what to build externally. Maybe there’s an instruction manual? Or 
some shop where we can gather materials? 
 
Fortunately, the entire culture is your goldmine. Don’t worry about generating something totally 
original out of nowhere. You can start with imitation and emulation. Start with the work you love. 
You can’t end there— and that’s important to remember— but understanding your favorite 
created works, and why you love them, will get you going. 
 



 

 

Gaga invited academics and serious thinkers to consider pop culture by talking about her 
project, her presence, as a commentary on pop: she talked about Warhol, about pop art, and 
about her own meta-perspective on fame. She referenced already-esteemed artists regularly— 
people like Bowie, designers like Alexander McQueen, and contemporary museum staples like 
Marina Abramovic, historically known for doing things like breathing her partner’s exhaled air 
until she passed out and subjecting her body to extremes of heat, cold, and pain. Gaga dragged 
pop into the realm of the transgressive after pop had become “safe” in the late 90s, and she did 
it by cannibalizing art she already loved. 
 
In a strange way, Gaga’s biggest innovation was her constant reference to older artists. This 
was her badge of authenticity; her proof that she “knew what she was doing”. At that point on 
the timeline, people were still obsessed with that binary: pop stars were either auteur geniuses 
or they were bumbling public airheads positioned by the media machine. Our understanding of 
pop hadn’t yet crystallized into an understanding of its singular power, and we mostly looked at 
it as the byproduct of other things— shallowness, celebrity. By citing “smart” people, Gaga 
changed what pop means. 
 
References are a crucial starting-point for anyone doing creative work. We don’t start out with 
our own singular voice; the spark of inspiration doesn’t come out of nowhere. We see someone 
living their fullest selves in public, and it fills us with immediate fire— “I want that to be ME!”— 
and we feel compelled to go to work, to make, to express our own version of that. But it takes us 
years to digest our influences to the point where we come up with an original version of 
ourselves. And even then, the fingerprints of our idols linger. 
 
When you or your team begin making work, your first points of reference are going to be works 
you already know and love— works that produce that visceral feeling of excitement in you, 
works by your favorite artists or designers or brands. You haven’t been inside the process of 
production or creation yet, so you begin by mimicry. You look at the surface of the thing, how 
these other works and experiences look from the outside. You try to understand how they 
produce the effects, results, and emotions you love so much— and you ape the movements and 
components and try to add your own ideas and sensibility to the mix. 
 
Of course, when creating something as unique as a pop brand, the only rule is that there 
fundamentally are no rules. But if that’s true, how do you know if your brand is cohering? 
Especially near the beginning of your process of creating, how do you know whether or not 
you’re on the right track? 
 
One of my favorite blog posts ever is called “The Calculus of Grit”, on a blog called Ribbonfarm. 
In it, the author, Venkatesh Rao, talks about a way of navigating that has nothing to do with pre-
established disciplines or known paths through the world. 
 
When we pick a major in college, for example, we have a pretty good idea of the steps we need 
to take to become an expert in our field. Each lesson builds on the next, in a predictable line, 
and given enough depth of penetration into our field we earn our PhD, or become a medical 



 

 

doctor, or a fireman, or a neuroscientist, or whatever. The entire path is already mapped out and 
you just have to complete the steps. 
 
But what if you’re dealing with an environment where innovation is king, where you’re trying to 
build an entirely new brand in the world based on wonder, mystery, and novelty? How do you 
navigate when you don’t even know what you’re trying to become yet? 
 
Venkat borrows a concept from geometry here, that he learned in grad school— he says, 
though it may seem counterintuitive, that you don’t need a map or external points of reference to 
navigate at all. You can trace a definite path, build a career, without them. 
 
Physically, mathematically, it’s possible to navigate without a map— you just need a gyroscope 
and an accelerometer, to tell you how fast you’re moving and what direction you’re moving in. In 
other words, it’s possible to have an internal reference for navigation, instead of an external 
one. 
 
Venkat argues that you can build that internal reference for a unique career by doing what he 
calls the three “Rs”: Reworking, Referencing, and Releasing. 
 
When look at your own work, you’ll see things that bother you— in fact, it’s likely that you’ll hate 
your own work at first. This is the place where a lot of people quit. But, as Ira Glass implores us: 
 
“Nobody tells this to people who are beginners, I wish someone told me. All of us who do 
creative work, we get into it because we have good taste. But there is this gap. For the first 
couple years you make stuff, it’s just not that good. It’s trying to be good, it has potential, but it’s 
not.  
 
But your taste, the thing that got you into the game, is still killer. And your taste is why your work 
disappoints you. A lot of people never get past this phase, they quit. Most people I know who do 
interesting, creative work went through years of this. We know our work doesn’t have this 
special thing that we want it to have.” 
 
Your taste is the whole reason you hate aspects of your own work. If you didn’t hate aspects of 
your work, you wouldn’t know what to improve— so you wouldn’t know what direction to go in. 
 
Venkat argues that editing, reworking, and improving your stuff increases your skill and 
effectiveness at expressing your vision far more quickly and effectively than just vomiting up the 
work to begin with, no matter how much you produce. During the reworking process, you 
develop your taste, your direction. You have to make creative decisions, and observe the results 
of those decisions. You sculpt what you’ve made, and develop an internal sense of what you 
want it to look like— and whether or not it satisfies your internal fire, whether or not it’s a proper 
expression of the energy you found in chapter one. Through reworking, you discover not just 
your present, but your future. 
 



 

 

You have to be cautious here, though: it’s possible to get so neurotically caught up in your 
editing process that you never finish anything; it’s possible to choke off your creative flow so 
thoroughly that you never produce anything in the first place. Many people are so discouraged 
by the quality of their own work, or are so afraid of failing, that they quit almost immediately— 
this is precisely the hump Ira Glass was talking about. 
 
So there’s a two stage process here: you have to turn off your internal editor completely, at first. 
You have to open yourself, allow something to come out, and trust it. You have to have the faith 
we discussed in the first chapter. Then, AFTER you produce something, you can turn your 
critical eye on it— where are the problems? How can this thing be made better? You can’t 
strangle the baby on its way toward being born. But you do have to raise it. 
 
Venkat’s next R is “referencing”, as in referencing your own work, not just the work of others. 
Pop stardom isn’t the creation of a one-off product— it’s the creation of an evolving identity. In 
order to achieve a brand, you have to have a certain sense of consistency: recognizable 
qualities, textures, and ideas have to run under all the work you produce like a kind of skeleton. 
 
At the same time, you have to remain able to surprise; to unfold for your audience in a dynamic 
way. Your brand has to be a breathing thing. If you develop a concept, a plan, in an academic 
way, and then execute it to the letter, your brand won’t have the kind of vital energy and 
spontaneity that fills cultural artifacts with life in this century. People like Gaga and Kanye and 
Miley rivet us and hold positions as innovators partially because nobody can seem to predict 
what they’re going to do next. 
 
But wait, here we’ve encountered a paradox. How do you create a coherent brand while also 
disrupting it and doing the unexpected? How do you cultivate insane, spontaneous energy while 
also becoming a legible character that spans multiple media channels and product lines? 
 
This quote from U2’s Bono contains a clue. During the early 90s, U2 was exploring the potential 
of pop— electronic textures, sexier song structures, Warholian costumes and brain-blowing live 
visuals. They were purposely leaving behind their earnest, political rock in order to perform this 
experiment— though their media-blitz pop was a political statement too. Bono says: 
 
“The whole Zoo TV tour that followed owes much to one of Brendan Kennelly's great lines: 'the 
best way to serve the age is to betray it.' That became our theme for the next couple years, to 
do everything U2 weren't supposed to do.  
 
We had a deep-seated belief that the spirit of the band was true enough and strong enough and 
imperishable enough to not rely on an obvious guitar sounds or signatures to come through. It 
would come through anyway. It would come through a thick prison wall." 
 
As we’ve discussed, the central fuel for the pop brand is the human personality. That’s the 
ground and the lightning, the sun that lights up the power grid of the brand architecture. So if 



 

 

you’re looking for the central thread that will give your brand coherence, that’s what it is. Your 
personality. It’s you. 
 
This is all about finding your obsessions, in other words. It’s not enough to construct some sort 
of surface-level understanding of your own personality or this Batman-like pop star costume that 
you want to wear. Pop is not a cerebral art, and this cannot be a cerebral exercise. You start out 
looking at your favorites, and copying them— but the goal of that process is to get inside your 
own feelings to figure out what you want. 
 
This requires a certain amount of faith, and it requires you to produce a very large volume of 
work. You have to trust your deepest impulses, as we’ve hammered over and over again, if you 
want to detonate Gaga-level brand moments. You have to understand what excites and terrifies 
you at the deepest level and you have to deliver that to the culture. 
 
Venkat’s final R is “release,” and this ties the equation together. He writes: 
 
“And finally, releasing. As in the agile software dictum of ‘release early and often.’ In blogging, 
frequency isn’t about bug-fixing or collaboration. It isn’t even about market testing (none of my 
posts are explicitly engineered to test hypotheses about what kind of writing will do well).  It is 
purely about rational gambling in the dollar-cost averaging sense. It is the investing advice ‘don’t 
try to time the market’ applied to your personal work. 
 
If the environment is so murky and chaotic that you cannot strategically figure out clever moves 
and timing, the next best thing you can do is just periodically release bits of your developing 
work in the form of gambles in the external world. I think there’s a justifiable leap of faith here: if 
your work admits significant reworking and internal referencing, you’re probably on to something 
that is of value to others.” 
 
In other words: once you’ve located this glowing thing, and worked it into something significant, 
don’t wait to follow the culture. Lead it. Put stuff out, watch the effect, and then put more stuff 
out. 
 
Venkat has one last, and crucial, piece of advice for navigating this process: do what comes 
easily to you. 
 
A lot of us were forced in school to study subjects that we hated, and this taught us that hard 
work means doing distasteful things. If you want to create a pop brand, it’s probably best to 
leave that mentality behind. You’re trying to discover your advantages. 
 
The things that come easy to you, the things you love and can do for hours, that you find 
yourself filling your free time with, or that you’ve been infatuated with since you were a kid— 
those are the things you’re looking for. In those areas, you’ll progress so swiftly that you’ll pass 
everybody else up. You’ll seem superhuman— like a pop star. 
 



 

 

So in pop, the process of reworking is the process of understanding how your own taste (and 
distaste) can be applied to make your work better. The process of referencing is the process of 
staying in touch with your deepest emotional impulses and obsessions— the process of taking 
yourself apart so that you can actually get at the core, over and over again. And the process of 
releasing is the process of putting your work out into the world so that people, the culture, can 
interact with it. Make stuff. A lot of stuff. And put it where people can see it. 
 
This last step is crucial in pop because pop is a dialog. You’re not just trying to create an insular 
product and an identity that satisfies only you— this is a full-contact sport, and the ideas, 
aesthetics, and artifacts you thrust out into the culture are going to create audience responses, 
reviews, criticisms, and (maybe) revenue. If you put work out and there’s no response, refine 
your work, pick another cultural pressure point that you feel a gut reaction to, or another angle 
on your obsession, and try again. Pop isn’t a profession where you safeguard your precious 
artistic vision from any external contact. You want to collect bruises. You want this process to 
shape and change you. You want to be immersed, every moment, in intimacy with the zeitgeist. 
 
This process, by the way, is fucking terrifying. 
 
This is the total presence with your work necessary to carve out your pop identity, to find your 
voice, to experience the process of flow that is a pop existence within the culture. And make no 
mistake, you won’t be the same if you decide to fully commit to this.  
 
Let’s take a moment to review. You’re going to find an infinite source of energy in yourself, a 
reason to fall in love with the world, based on your own lifetime peak experiences and moments 
of inspiration. Then you’re going to bring that new philosophy and experiential lens into brutal 
contact with the material realities of the world, and your own trauma, by making work, and 
you’re going to allow that process to mutate your work, and you, toward the most effective 
tangible realization of your vision. 
 
While your vision is being realized, you’ll have to deal with the world’s reaction. That’s what the 
next chapter is about. 
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“Face the facts of being what you are, for that is what changes what you are.” 
 
- Søren Kierkegaard 
 
 
Miley Cyrus impacted on the culture like a bomb. 
 
Here I’m not just talking about the person of Miley Cyrus, originally presented in the form of 
Hannah Montana. Hannah Montana impacted on the culture like a well-orchestrated Disney 
media campaign, because that’s precisely what she was. Miley Cyrus, as a pop brand, took a 
long time to reach maturity, and Miley herself took time to understand who she was and what 
she wanted to be. 
 
The difference here is in legibility. Hannah Montana was not difficult to understand or digest, for 
parents or kids. Everyone got it immediately. The show was launched, and concurrent with the 
show, Miley began her music career. Her release of “solo” records was an extension of her 
Hannah persona in many ways, or at least so closely compatible that nobody had much trouble 
following her across the gap. 
 
The same can’t be said for the launch of Miley’s more recent iterations. Her video for breakout 
single “We Can’t Stop” was mostly met with confusion, and the debut performance of the “new 
Miley” on the MTV Video Music Awards caused what can only be called full-scale media 
pandemonium, despite the show’s reputation for manufacturing controversy. The culture had 
such a problem digesting Miley’s new take on herself that there was widespread concern about 
her mental health and safety. Sinead O’Conner’s “open letter” was just one example of our sort 
of collective bafflement and horror. Twerking? Tomboyish, androgynous hairstyles? Teddy 
bears? Pixelated psychedelic kittens? That tongue? All the drug use and nudity? 
 
This reaction didn’t last, though. Now she’s got a massive, engaged fan base, she’s connected 
with a whole new coterie of esteemed artists as peers, and her aesthetic and attitude are seen 
by many not as disordered, addled consequences of drug-fueled mania, but as a beautiful and 
positive expressive of a queer, liberated, and transgressive identity. 
 
How did this transition happen? Can it be understood? Perhaps even replicated? 
 
I’m going to describe a model that might help us understand this phenomenon, a “two tier” 
model of cultural communication. Splitting public conversations in half in this way is a good way 
to understand certain phenomena in public relations. 
 
So what do I mean by “two tiers”? Well, in any public cultural event, any storm of buzz, any 
artifact around which eyeballs and ideas are clustered in the pop sphere, we can identify two 



 

 

different tiers of engagement: some people are participating in the conversation, and some 
people are creating the conversation. 
 
We’ll use the example of a Facebook thread. Let’s assume someone makes a provocative post 
of some kind, and a bunch of people get riled up and comment on that post. 
 
When someone posts on Facebook or some other social media platform, it’s very easy to get 
sucked into commenting. Especially given the contemporary prevalence of clickbait, our 
emotions are on alert while browsing. We see a post that triggers us somehow, that speaks to 
or violates our values, that concerns a topic we feel we can elucidate, that begs for our words. 
Often we begin typing immediately; we don’t stop to think about whether or not we should. We 
have a point to make, and we strive to make it. 
 
This last element— that we have a point to make; a specific argument to get across— is one of 
the main things that defines the “participation” mode. Often, when we participate in a comment 
thread or even a live conversation, especially from the frame of debate, our goal is, on some 
level, to have the last word. We want to define the answer to an open question, to tie things up 
with a neat bow. If the post or article is about feminism, for example, we want to bring our own 
ideas into either concert or conflict with the article’s framing of feminism, and so enforce the 
validity of our own perspective to both ourselves and others. We want to resolve any cognitive 
dissonance the article creates, and make all right with the world. This is the shape of “tier one” 
participation in culture. 
 
By contrast, when creating a conversation (as opposed to participating in one), you take the role 
of the person who made the Facebook post. 
 
This is a mobile, flexible model. Sometimes people are doing a little bit of both at once, or each 
in separate spheres. For example, a person could write an article about Beyoncé— they’re 
creating a conversation, and all the people commenting on the article are participating in the 
conversation. On the other hand, Beyoncé herself created the conversation participated in by all 
the people writing think-pieces, including that author. The system is nested and infinite. 
 
So “tier one” and “tier two” modes of cultural participation are more about perspectives, points of 
view, than they are about fixed or rigid practices for engagement. They’re placeholder terms. 
The difference is that from a tier two perspective, the goal is never to get your point across, 
prove anything, or end the conversation— in Tier Two mode, the goal is to keep the 
conversation going, and to make it bigger. 
 
In the paradigm of pop stardom, this kind of engagement becomes an absolute necessity— you 
can’t get sucked along the vector of your emotional reactions into every conversation about you 
and your brand. You can’t try to end the argument. You’d never have time for anything else. 
Imagine, for a moment, if Miley tried to respond to every criticism people made of her. 
 



 

 

She doesn’t participate in the conversation on that level, though. Instead, she creates massive 
cultural artifacts— visual, aural, and experiential spectacles— that convey certain values, a 
certain mood, and a certain perspective on life, the world, and the expression of human identity. 
Then she drops that artifact into public culture, and moves on to make another one. 
 
Miley, of course, absorbs information from the culture, even information about the public 
response to her work— it’s impossible to avoid entirely. But as much as she can, she’s 
engaging in a dialog where the chunks of data are much larger and more complex than the data 
exchanged in arguments on comment threads all over the internet. It’s almost as if, instead of 
using words (combinations of letters) or sentences (combinations of words) to communicate 
meaning, she’s using big concerts, whole videos, giant multifaceted structures with myriad 
possible interpretations and patterns of cultural and personal impact. This is her language, built 
from windows into various possibilities and futures— any merely linear, right-or-wrong argument 
gets subsumed in the tsunami of gestalts, too limited a form to hold against such immersive 
experiences. Yet these massive crystals of meaning have a unity, an internal structure. 
 
In the age of the internet, it’s easy to see this phenomenon in action. We have real and literal 
algorithms that reward conversation growth— on social media, and online generally, discussion 
about a topic adds likes, comments, and clicks, and this drives that topic out of the depths of the 
internet ocean and toward the surface. The more we talk about something, whether we’re 
complaining or celebrating, the more deeply that thing is embedded in the cultural 
consciousness— almost like a neural pathway, continually reinforced via re-treading. 
 
When you create a cultural conversation, you’re aiming to birth exactly these kinds of 
multifaceted artifacts, these giant cultural gems. As we examined earlier, a logical strategy, 
formulating a linear thesis, isn’t an effective pop method. It results in a wooden product, and the 
real goal is to get in touch with your feelings. When you do get in touch with them, they don’t 
speak in logical arguments. They speak in connotative gestalts, visions, desires. Translating 
those gestalts into experiences for others requires the creation of whole landscapes fueled by 
fantasy, not single-line logic forms reducible to Facebook comments or clever articles. 
 
Thinking in “tier two” is characterized by thinking in these gestalts— seeing the whole map, and 
intuiting what new continent that map needs. When attempting to engage the culture as a pop 
star, your goal should always be to communicate in “tier two”— to create conversations and 
keep them growing, not to end them. 
 
When viewed through our lens of pop star development, the Miley explosion makes a very 
different kind of sense. The “is this calculated / has she lost it” binary dissolves, and what we 
see is someone very aggressively and emotionally being herself in the face of overwhelming 
cultural pressure. Her actions, impulses, and the birthing of her new identity and set of interests 
are translated into external gestalt expressions by her team— those massive, multifaceted 
crystals that the culture reacts to in a million different ways. And as they react, the conversation 
around her gets bigger and bigger, and she becomes more and more deeply embedded in the 
culture. 



 

 

 
In order to effectively do this, Miley has to keep her head above the water of the opinions, ideas, 
and hate directed toward her. She has to. Especially given the size of the wave— she’d have no 
chance at her own life and sanity, or to realize her vision, if she allowed all of those things to 
impact on her feelings too much. Many of us have a bad day if we receive even one hurtful or 
disparaging comment on Facebook— we get frustrated, we talk to our friends about it, and we 
let it sap our energy. During the height of her VMA controversy, Miley had to deal with that to 
the tune of hundreds of thousands, even millions— and famous and influential people were 
among those levying criticism. 
 
This is why “tier two” thinking is necessary. Miley knows, instinctively, that it’s not her role to 
have the conversation on that level— to respond to each mean tweet and disgusted article. She 
assumes that her role is to continue to make work; to follow the cultural conversation she 
started through to the end, not to be brought up short by the opinions of a few people. The 
firestorm created by her work is evidence that she correctly gauged her ability to make an 
impact. Haters only add to the conversation, and the perpetuation of the conversation is the 
goal. Miley’s role is to soldier on. 
 
Andy Warhol, the original pop geek, probably said it best: “Don’t think about making art, just get 
it done. Let everyone else decide if it’s good or bad, whether they love it or hate it. While they 
are deciding, make even more art.” 
 
This role is smoothed and assisted by Miley’s management team, public relations team, 
bodyguards— people who have the literal job of insulating Miley from the constant wash of 
public opinion; of parsing that conversation for her and giving her the highlights. 
 
It’s difficult to convey, unless you’ve experienced it, how brutal this process can be. Imagine you 
posted something really controversial on social media— maybe even something out of 
character for you— and imagine the feeling you’d get in your gut every time you saw a 
notification or a response. 
 
Now imagine that you forced yourself to take the attitude: “oh, good! I’m glad that person is 
participating in the conversation!”— no matter how hurtful the discourse, no matter what people 
said about you. Every time somebody comments, writes a review, tweets— you have to believe 
it’s good, no matter what they say, because the public conversation about your work is 
expanding. The body of theory concerning you grows, which means you grow in complexity as a 
cultural entity. Your vision, the gestalt crystal you externalized, will have more eyeballs on it. 
 
There are limits to this process, of course. If public opinion about you is basically only negative, 
and your work doesn’t offer enough complexity or depth to inspire some fans to fight back, you 
may just get roundly dismissed from the public party.  
 
Iggy Azalea dealt with this after her criticism for cultural appropriation and racial insensitivity 
during 2015— she didn’t have enough of a foothold to recover from her own public blunders, 



 

 

and she was basically erased from our consciousness. Your gestalt, instinctive sense of the 
culture has to include a sensitivity to the times, the feelings of your potential audience, and the 
historic dynamics of oppression, injustice, and the frustration of marginalized people that 
follows. We’ve arrived at a period of western history where ignorance of those forces is no 
longer excusable. Good to have a working, cerebral knowledge of our past sexist and racist 
injustice. Better still to have so thoroughly internalized that historical perspective that it flows 
outward with your emotions, your expression, your work, like it does in Beyoncé and Kendrick 
Lamar’s best moments. 
 
But then how did Miley survive the firestorm? In addition to the sexual and aesthetic 
provocations she dropped at the VMAs, she was accused, before and after, of appropriating 
black culture and using black bodies to bolster her own transgressive cred. This criticism still 
hangs around her neck. The accusations have died down because she’s turned toward other 
modes of expression, but her insensitivities in that department have by no means been erased 
from her history. So how has her brand survived, even flourished, while Iggy’s brand has taken 
a nose-dive? 
 
Flatly, Miley had enough other “tier two” multifacetedness going on to keep everyone interested 
and experiencing the positive aspects of her brand. Miley didn’t bet her entire career on one 
conceptual horse. 
 
This balance is made easy for her by the fact that she’s an embodiment of the millennial pop-
star ethos in a way Iggy Azalea could never be. She was trained in the Disney fame boot-camp 
as Hannah Montana, and had internalized, on an almost subconscious level, the behaviors and 
competencies required to manage a life performing in the spotlight. 
 
My friend’s older sister used to work on Miley’s management team, and so my friend 
accompanied Miley to several Hannah Montana events when she was young. Once, she said, 
Miley was performing at Disneyland, and was kicking her legs and looking distractedly at her 
phone while a choreographer or some kind of show runner went over things with her. My friend 
remembers thinking, who is this girl? She’s barely even paying attention. 
 
As soon as the show was on, and she was in front of the audience, Miley executed every 
instruction down to the last detail, like she was some kind of Terminator robot. 
 
This skillset is deep, deep inside her at this point, a part of her. she’s grown up in front of an 
audience, and tapping into those currents is almost automatic. Once, on a talk show, she was 
asked what she’d do if she wasn’t performing. She replied “I don’t know. This is really the only 
thing I’m good at.” 
 
Consonant with this, she carried a connection with her millennial fans and their culture from her 
childhood onward. She was their idol, she understood her generation and the deep soul of 
young America, she understood their desires and their repressions. When she broke free of 
those repressions herself, she was so filled with the spirit of the culture that the entire pop 



 

 

sphere experienced this rebellious adolescence along with her— the joy, the conflict, the 
loathing, the animosity, and finally the birthing of a new identity, a new way of being in the world. 
She embodies the conflicts that exist within many of us. 
 
This, really, is the biggest key. Miley makes one group of people feel liberated— and she makes 
another group of people feel threatened. Ideally you want both of those components to build a 
public conversation— because if one group feels threatened by you, and another group feels 
deeply liberated, those two factions will fight, and they’ll grow your public storm of ideas. They’ll 
spatter articles and conversations about you all over the culture. This is precisely the same 
dynamic— liberated versus threatened, and the explosion of the cultural conversation that 
followed— that allowed Donald Trump to become President, to everyone’s initial bafflement. 
 
Further into her transformation, Miley’s received all kinds of recognition and appreciation for her 
charity Backyard Sessions with other prominent musicians, her Happy Hippie foundation for 
homeless queer youth, her expert live performance chops (honed, again, in Disney boot camp) 
and her freewheeling, Gen-Z-legible, relaxed-about-sex-and-drugs online persona. She’s also 
collaborated with the psychedelic wizards from The Flaming Lips and other luminaries that 
share her values. She’s been accepted, and because of how liberated she makes her fans feel, 
she recruits them into a loyal army that will fight for her. Iggy Azalea never did this. She existed 
only in one dimension, and was doomed when that dimension was deemed a mistake. She had 
no loyal army, and was swallowed by the forces that opposed her. 
 
As problematic as Miley’s rampant cultural appropriation has been, it’s also couched in a 
massive, difficult-to-untangle aesthetic gestalt. Her interest in hip-hop is at the core of her brand, 
and it’s fueled by her own desire for youthful rebellion— millennial rebel music is hip-hop, pure 
and simple. Miley didn’t have another option in terms of rebellion, because rock isn’t rebellious 
anymore. Miley’s entire aesthetic is a product of hyperlinked, post-tumblr youth, a landscape 
that shamelessly remixes and searches for stimulation, a landscape obsessed with hip-hop. The 
cultural fission created by net artists, gif makers, “curators” and post-ironic rappers is where 
Miley harvests her energy. She grew organically out of this, and it’s not so easy to surgically 
separate the two. 
 
This is why she’s capable of pushing the boundaries of culture without dooming herself to 
obscurity or universal hatred— because she’s just too complex a cultural entity. She can’t be 
reduced to a single mistake she’s made; she’s internalized the zeitgeist too effectively. She 
represents her generation too thoroughly. She’s communicating problematic concepts 
sometimes, but she’s communicating them from a place of vulnerability and authenticity. The 
way Miley is positioned, dismissing her would mean dismissing millennials and generation Z in 
general. This is the reason so many prominent rappers (Jay-Z, Kanye, Future, etc.) have been 
so behind her, even as many others have criticized her— she isn’t attempting to flatly replicate 
their success. She represents something far more complicated and new than a simple Xerox. 
 
Iggy, by contrast, is basically a white rapper— from Australia. Who picked up a southern accent. 
Given some effort, she could be summarized in a single sentence, and this leaves her 



 

 

vulnerable to single-point dismissal, too. She hasn’t exploded herself into a landscape, a 
surface eruption of the subconscious impulses and dynamics of the culture. She just isn’t as 
complicated as Miley, isn’t a visionary window to possibility and potentiality in the same way. 
She doesn’t have an army of loyal acolytes who are supercharged by her very existence. 
 
After her misstep, Miley still had so many things she could do; so many things she could 
become. Iggy has none of those options— she’s going to need to completely reinvent herself. 
 
The point to understand here is that NOBODY is as simple as the culture made Iggy. She’s a 
complex person too, just like we all are— but she didn’t have the energy or madness to rise 
above the criticism directed at her into a “tier two” relationship with the culture. Too many Twitter 
battles, her name dragged through the mud too many times, and no other facets to her brand 
that could continue to fuel the cultural conversation. She was reduced to the losing side of a 
two-pole argument. So her cultural conversation died, and she canceled her tour. 
 
Miley embodies a paradox— she’s a never-before seen detonation of cultural forces, but she’s 
still grounded in pop. She’s grounded in simple songs, colloquialisms her audience 
understands, and in the immediacy of the internet. She’s legible, relatable, digestible. In fact, 
she’s next-level pop, more pop than pop— because she’s harnessed the new forms desire has 
taken after the online media revolution, via both her aesthetic and her social media presence. 
Pop isn’t a specific expression through a specific medium, but the thread of aspiration, the 
longing for paradise, connection, and liberation that runs through the culture moving forward. 
Pop must take new forms, and Miley was that new form. 
 
Iggy wasn’t changing the paradigm in terms of aesthetics or mode of engagement; she was the 
next version of something old, not the first version of something new. She didn’t stand a chance. 
 
One of the signs of true “tier two” communication is that your message can’t be reduced, 
contained, back down to the “tier one” level. The culture can’t digest you; can’t melt you down. 
You’re too big, too consummate. The culture chokes on you instead. An explosion happens, and 
they have to accommodate the new size and shape of pop. 
 
Donald Trump’s rise is a textbook example of this. Those who opposed his presidency were 
confused when, at every turn, his brand expanded instead of contracting in response to 
opposition and controversy. His disruptive behaviors seemed to metastasize him instead of 
sinking him. But if you understand Miley, you can understand Trump: repugnant as he might be 
to some, he made others feel liberated. He said things people were saying around their dinner 
tables— he just said them in public. He located secret passions, and detonated then into a non-
logical, nonlinear gestalt campaign that culminated in an emotion-fueled pop presidency. 
 
There’s an enormous amount of energy in this process. Like her or not, Miley’s managed to 
transform this energy from negative to positive— she created a tableau of extremely provocative 
concepts, dances, juxtapositions, and pieces of media. The culture’s reaction granted her 
massive exposure, which she funneled directly into the Happy Hippie foundation and into new 



 

 

dialogs, ideas, conversations, and artworks. Instead of shrinking and atrophying due to fear and 
oppositional politics, her network and relevance only grew— and since all her new ventures 
connected directly to the energy of her brand, they acted as gateways, entry-points for new 
audience members. Instead of confusing her cultural presence, this new diversity clarified it, and 
made it yet more isomorphic with the core of who she was. We got to see more sides of the real 
Miley. 
 
Whenever you’re tempted toward an online argument, just imagine Iggy Azalea’s Twitter 
debates, all that energy diffusion, and her subsequent career atrophy. You only have a limited 
amount of energy. Multiply your complexity and legibility, don’t reduce them. Keep the 
conversation going and increase its coherence. Listen to the culture, respect it, but don’t 
replicate it— step back and make something new; add a new chapter to the conversation. This 
is tier two thinking. 
 
This process requires an enormous amount of emotional strength. Because in order to pull 
back, in order to think in tier two, you have to stop yourself from responding to cultural 
narratives on automatic pilot, from getting sucked into the conversation. That uncontrollable 
urge you feel to comment, when you see something that bugs you or someone who criticizes 
you on Facebook? You have to restrain that urge, or ignore it, or better, channel it in a different 
direction, into your work. 
 
But it goes much deeper than that. If you’re going to engage in this kind of culture creation, you 
can’t just pull back from the narratives and conversations that get directed at your work. You 
have to pull back from the narratives and conversations that define who you are, that tell you 
how to be. 
 
Those cultural roots run deep. 
 
I participated in a performance art marriage for a couple of years during my twenties. My 
creative (and romantic) partner and I decided to experiment with the symbols of marriage, after 
communicating for a month or so via email— no phone calls, no Skype. We’d only met once in 
person, at a small concert my friends played in Los Angeles. 
 
We decided our “marriage” would be both an art project and a ritual designed to express our 
infatuation with each other. So we concocted an elaborate two-person ceremony that involved 
S&M and deep interpersonal intimacy, where we would re-meet in person for the first time, and 
we planned a subsequent honeymoon— a road trip all the way up the west coast of the United 
States, from Long Beach to Seattle. We would wear our wedding clothes— my tailored tux, her 
gorgeous white dress— the entire trip, and we would document the entire experiment with 
writing and photos. We would not get legally married. 
 
We were deeply in love, but we also regarded this as something of a game. It’s just a dress and 
a tux, right? Just some words and pictures? But we encountered a reality we were very 
unprepared for. 



 

 

 
First, we were not at all prepared for how powerful these symbols were. We should’ve been— 
they’re ancient symbols, ancient ideas. Whole sections of the culture are structured around the 
idea of marriage and weddings. We’re trained by movies, media, literature, even interpersonal 
conversation, to regard these symbols and rituals as life-altering and significant. Our worlds are 
structured around them, and marriage is said to be one of the most important things we ever do. 
 
When a certain social reality is charged with that much significance, attached to so many 
reward-systems and collective narratives of personal progression and fulfillment, our attachment 
to it becomes almost biological. We imagine our needs met, our existence validated,  and our 
bodies cared for based on the bi-personal and broader social implications around this ritual. The 
white dress. The black tux. The eternal union. 
 
One of our goals, originally, was to deconstruct the symbols of marriage even as we employed 
them— to question and possibly even criticize the institution or marriage. But what actually 
happened was that the idea, the sensation, the emotions of marriage hit us like a train. We 
basically just wound up feeling married. 
 
Our family and friends had questions and reservations. But they united in celebration with us, 
because, culturally, they were supposed to. They wished us happiness even when they didn’t 
understand. It totally disrupted our lives and was a very hard pill for everyone to swallow. 
 
During our road trip while wearing the clothes, people yelled “congratulations!” at us everywhere 
we went. We walked into a diner in Humboldt County and got a standing ovation. Everyone in 
the diner stood up and started clapping. 
 
We represented everyone’s hopes and dreams. The culture projected their happiness and ideas 
about paradise on to us, because they didn’t really know us. All they saw was every sunset, 
every movie, every pang they’d ever felt. All they saw was heaven, when they looked at us. 
 
All this pressure had a profound impact on my relationship with my partner. We felt like every 
little celebration and every little fight had literally eternal significance, or at least lifelong 
significance, during this ritual. Everything felt heightened; I told her repeatedly during the 
honeymoon that I felt like I was on a continual slow-release dose of LSD. 
 
During the beginning of the project, the honeymoon and the months after, all this pressure 
enhanced the experience. It made me feel like we were being shot out of a champagne bottle. 
The culture swirled around us; everyone was fascinated. And personally, I felt like all my 
dreams were coming true. I’d never felt so high in my life; everything was more vivid, almost 
unreal. 
 
The pressure was probably partially responsible for the disintegration of our relationship, too. 
About a year in, things started getting ugly and tense— we hadn’t really known each other that 
well beforehand, and our bond wasn’t enough to stand up to the massive amounts of cultural 



 

 

energy pouring through it. We eventually drifted apart and broke up. Everything mattered too 
much, and the weight was too much for the relationship to bear. 
 
Our decision to wed in this unconventional way had felt like jumping out of an airplane, as 
terrifying as it was exciting. And the subsequent relationship and breakup completely destroyed 
and remade me, like being burned in a fire. I had physical reactions, I got sick and I got manic 
and I had panic attacks, all based on our engagement with these cultural symbols. 
 
I thought about this experience while I watched Miley make her transition from tween idol to 
supposed harbinger of the cultural apocalypse. I tried to imagine the turmoil in her gut, the terror 
just before she made the leap. 
 
She was pulling away from her old identity and creating, becoming, a new one. And her old 
identity, Hannah Montana, had provided for all of her needs. She was continually rewarded for 
being that kid-friendly rocker chick, that Disney icon. She’d lived her entire life under the 
protection of that umbrella. By following a certain story, accepting a certain self, she had gotten 
money and prestige. 
 
Even switching conventional jobs can be traumatic or scary. In a difficult economy, we often 
rationalize our place of employment heavily. We tell ourselves we’re really into the work, that we 
like the culture. We feel a sense of pride, perhaps even despite ourselves, when we meet small 
benchmarks or bring home a high commission. When our IV is hooked up to a particular cultural 
identity, the juice gets into our blood. When a social structure or set of ideas is responsible for 
keeping us housed and fed, they can seem like they make up our entire reality, like there can’t 
be anything beyond them. 
 
So when we leave them behind, when we strike out in a new direction, it can feel like we’re 
dying or going insane. We doubt everything. We have anxiety reactions. Sometimes we have 
total emotional or psychological breakdowns. 
 
This may seem overly dramatic, but the point of all this description is to prepare you. I urge you 
to try it— change your life. Really take a risk. You’ll experience near-medical symptoms and 
you’ll understand exactly what I’m talking about. 
 
In Miley’s case, she wasn’t leaving her old identity and job for another job, another structured 
environment or set of rules— she set out to create something entirely new. 
 
Despite the fact that she had the support of her team, it’s hard to describe how antisocial and 
unhealthy this can feel when you’re inside it. There were no rules for her. She was trying to turn 
her impulses into a brand. No other pop brand looked like hers at the time. She was jumping off 
a cliff. 
 
If you attempt something close to what Miley attempted, you’re going to experience some very 
powerful negative emotions. You’re going to feel like you’re doing something terribly wrong, like 



 

 

you’re becoming the devil. You know how your family or friends can react when you do 
something out of the ordinary, something risky or crazy. Imagine if it wasn’t just your family and 
friends reacting, but the entire culture. The whole culture, focused on you and how “crazy” they 
think you are. 
 
Miley’s “we can’t stop, we won’t stop” refrain on the first album single was significant and 
prescient for this reason— because that’s precisely what everyone wanted her to do. Stop. Put 
your tongue back in your mouth. Put your clothes on. Stop twerking. What’s wrong with you? 
 
We see, now, that nothing was wrong with her. Even if you disagree with her work, she’s clearly 
perfectly sane. But we also see how quickly that global antipathy can swell, and how quickly it 
can subside. We see the full arc of her transformation as a pop act. Because that’s what it 
was— the birth of new pop culture. It was painful and disruptive, but it brought something new 
into the world. 
 
This wasn’t just an enormous personal risk— this was an enormous financial risk too. She 
launched the equivalent of a whole new company, or product, without knowing whether it would 
work, and she bet her life on it. There was no way to focus-group this in advance, no way to be 
100% sure of the public’s reaction. It could’ve failed horribly. 
 
If Miley had to deal with this public transition from inside an entirely contrived, pre-constructed 
or inherited identity, she wouldn’t be connected to the energy she needs to push her way 
through. She couldn’t have been so responsive and adaptive via social media. Once again, 
conscious calculation is not the most important part of the equation. Miley herself said, during 
an interview with the BBC: 
 
“…it’s been organic. Which, most people…I think the reason why it doesn’t work is because 
people are trying to be like, okay, how do we make them grow up, but not too quickly…” 
 
The fact that Miley exploded into her new identity, instead of executing a careful transition, was 
simultaneously the most frightening and the most liberating path for her. When you’re building a 
tier two cultural identity, you don’t get rewarded for timidity. That’s now how the conversation 
grows. 
 
Miley also talks candidly about the importance of solitude; of pulling away from the expectations 
and pressures of the public conversation, and even the stories perpetuated by her loved ones 
and friends. During a revealing interview with Amanda de Cadenet, which took place right 
before she launched her new identity (before she’d cut her hair, even), she says: 
 
“Here’s the weird part, though, is like: I feel…I was so trained, in my interviews and everything, 
to be like the ‘all-American family whatever’…then I realized that I was so used to saying that. 
And I looked at it one day, and what I was saying really wasn’t true anymore. 
 



 

 

I just got so set in the way of saying the same things I did when I was twelve years old, you 
know…just the same kind of thing, that I realized that I don’t even have the relationship that I’m 
saying that I do. You know what I mean? And so I guess I realized that it’s not…my whole life 
isn’t one giant press junket. I don’t have to be smiling all the time, and like, always have the 
perfect answer. 
 
When I was younger, I really did want that. And now, when I think about it, I always…you know, 
you can’t change it, you can’t go back, you can’t regret anything. It’s best not to, you’ll drive 
yourself crazy. Because no matter what, you can’t rewind, as much as you want to, as much as 
sometimes you want it. And there’s times where I’m like ‘would I have actually even done that 
now?’ I might say ‘don’t do it, because that isn’t going to be who you are.’ But I did, and you 
can’t let that stop you. 
 
And one of my really good friends, she says ‘if you let your past be your present, it’s inevitably 
going to be your future’. And so…I just don’t want that anymore. And I don’t want to feel tied to 
something that obviously isn’t me. You know? 
 
[it freed me up] so much. And through that, I had to start getting, like, a little more independent, 
you know? And so I guess I kind of just realized that I can take care of myself, and that I just 
wanted to be in my own space where I could be my own person. You know? My walls are black, 
you know what I mean? 
 
I wanted to, like, get to a place where when you walk in, everything I love…you know. So that’s 
what I kind of wanted, was to be in my own little sanctuary. 
 
I think I really had a hard time learning to be alone. I hated to be alone. And then I just started to 
really enjoy being alone. I think it’s because I had to smile so much, and I had to say so much of 
the same thing…it’s like I finally just wanted to go inside, and be like, what do I REALLY think 
about this? Do I really think that, or am I just trained to say that? Or have I said it for so many 
years now that that’s what people expect me to say, so now I say it so that I don’t have to be 
creative and say something else? 
 
But I guess, just really…I really had to learn how to be alone. And now I love it. I love being by 
myself. I thought when I’d get my own place I’d have people staying with me all the time…I try to 
kick people out by like ten o’clock so I can just sit on the couch with my dogs and watch TV. 
 
(referring to Amanda’s comment about her seemingly solid sense of self): But I’ve lost it a lot. 
There’s times where you hear what you should be so much that you lose what you actually are. 
You know what I’m saying? And that’s really hard. But it’s for anybody, it’s not just in 
entertaining. I just have it in such a different way. 
 
I think I’m at such a different stage. I just kind of want to go…like, some girls that I see, and I 
see what they want, and what is, like, the most important thing in their life, I just want to go 



 

 

shake them and say ‘wake up!’ Like, the world is so much greater. You know what I mean? Go, 
like, be by yourself. Go meditate. Go spend ten minutes really looking at yourself… 
 
The people you surround yourself with, I mean, that determines a lot. Because I see the people 
that, when I was at a bad point in my life, when I so just wanted to prove a point of ‘I’m not who 
people think I am’ kind of thing…they were ‘cool’, but I’m so sick of people trying to be too cool. 
Where you’re trying to figure out ‘who do I want people to think I am’… it’s like, just be who you 
are, and then that is where your style will come, and your attitude, and your spirituality, and your 
sexuality, and everything will come. Because then it’s coming from that place of love.” 
 
Here, Miley lays out all the dynamics for us, and we see clearly where her new identity came 
from. She pulled away from the cloying narratives that had fed her and clothed her most of her 
life, and journeyed inward. She surrounded herself with artifacts, environments, people, and 
media that fed her soul, that elicited from her what felt to her like genuine reactions, after acting 
inside a simulated existence for so long that she’d lost track of herself. She followed that trail, 
and at some point all those aesthetics, urges, desires, fascinations, and newly-unearthed 
internal forces coalesced like a collapsing supernova into the Miley we know today. 
 
It’s not insignificant that her hair is still long and simply styled during this interview; that she’s 
clad in a relatively unremarkable dress and isn’t performing any brand in particular. We’re 
hearing her internal process, all the dynamics of her emotional terrain, but just at the moment 
before it’s started affecting her physical presentation. She’s just at the moment before the 
process detailed in the previous chapter, where she begins to find her voice and productive 
capacity in the material world. 
 
She’s in a liminal space here; between identities. The anthropologist Victor Turner provides a 
framework for this when he talks about initiation rituals among the Ndembu in Zambia, where he 
spent a lifetime in study and relationship with that culture. When a young Ndembu person is 
becoming an adult, they have to shed who they were as a kid and become “nobody.” The 
initiate’s clothing, the marks that identify their young role in the culture, are stripped away, and 
they’re given bland, uniform garb— like Miley’s simple, transitional look in that interview. Then, 
on the other end of the initiation, when they’re prepared to receive their adult obligations, they’re 
given new clothing, new marks, and an entirely new personhood, with new powers and new 
responsibilities. 
 
Of course, when initiating yourself, as Miley did, the process is considerably less smooth. The 
culture doesn’t support you in the same way. The process isn’t quite as predictable. 
 
Choices like clothing are important in pop— because pop is made out of style. Style is the 
disruptive language of pop, often overlooked in discussions about the music. 
 
The culture’s reaction to and slut-shaming of Miley had nothing to do with sex and everything to 
do with style. There’s plenty of pornography all over the internet that features women Miley’s 
age. We can watch explicit sex acts or see nudity whenever we want. The issue with Miley’s 



 

 

sexuality, and all the other values she asserted by being herself, was the context, the style, in 
which they were presented. 
 
The We Can’t Stop video is an excellent example of this. This video is messy, lacquered with 
the fragmentary Tumblr aesthetic, a disordered and visually aggressive party that caters to a 
mode of expression Miley shares among her friends and in her own circle. It isn’t the organized, 
safe titillation of somebody like Britney or Christina. It isn’t the flawless, militaristic sexual 
expression of Beyoncé. It isn’t even the baroque, studied theatrics of Gaga. This is the ultimate 
twenty-first century internet house bender after everybody raided a Melrose secondhand store. 
This is the CalArts Halloween party. This is a side of contemporary youth and art culture filtered 
and sanitized out of mainstream pop, until Miley refused that filter and dragged it all into the 
house. 
 
In this video there is a candelabra, festooned with Bic lighters instead of candles, and the 
lighters are held alight by duct tape as people roast marshmallows over them on sticks. There’s 
also an elaborate skull constructed entirely of In-N-Out french fries. Each of these objects is 
only in the video for a few seconds. This is the depth of stylistic consideration in the video, 
despite the chaotic vibe. A lot of work goes into that vibe, so many ideas. 
 
Miley presenting her sexuality, her ideas, her take on hip-hop culture— anything nested into this 
context, this brand, appears radical and confrontational. Her self-presentation isn’t any more 
objectively sexual than the self-presentation of pop stars past. Her power is in her style, and 
this, in turn, affirms the power of style in general. These things, these choices, matter. They’re 
how pop artists signal toward freedom and toward new identities. Style is how pop stars 
outwardly represent the glowing inner paradise from which they draw their power; how they 
paint the world with new alchemical gold. 
 
Very few things blow up the cultural conversation like this kind of radical positivity. It’s the kind 
of lens through which even entropy becomes beautiful and beloved. As we discussed earlier, 
relatively automatic tier one reactivity, oppositional reflex, is a rampant dynamic in public 
conversation. People like to jump into the arguments that are already there. One of the engines 
of pop’s cultural dominance is that it’s populated by thinkers and makers who manage to create 
strong emotional experiences without simply appealing to already-existing threads of public 
controversy. They make new arguments, instead of joining the old ones. True, pop stars often 
reference current events, but the best moments in pop, like Miley’s personal renaissance, seem 
to spring from nowhere, without warning. 
 
Creating focused, explosive, yet positive culture takes work; takes, as I said earlier, a sort of 
stepping-away from reactive narrative and personal emotional cycles into a kind of brightly-lit 
inner vacuum filled with nothing but power. It’s meditative, and hyper-present— instead of 
becoming instantly hooked into the ebb and flow of cultural forces, your’e watching, noting them, 
observing them, and observing your own thoughts and feelings just like when you’re engaged in 
mindfulness meditation. Once you get present, you can look at all those public conversations 
from a different perspective— and then you can make decisions that cut directly through them. 



 

 

You can draw from the “now,” this moment, instead of drawing from the past. You can create 
something singular, something new, something entirely you. 
 
When you do that, when you strike that iron just right, the culture reacts 
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“Well, we are making war for civilization, are we not? Very well, we are. Therefore, we eat in a 
civilized way.”  
 
- Emily Post 
 
 
Once, I did LSD out in the middle of the desert, near where I grew up. 
 
I did it as the sun was going down, so I was coming down off the drug just as the sun was 
coming up, driving back into town with the last sparkling patterns and swells of emotion fading 
into my memory. It had been a good trip, but one of the characteristic things about my 
experiences on drugs is that I was always eager to make it back to solid reality by the end of 
them. 
 
I had spent the whole night basically camped out by my car, dancing in the warm night air under 
the stars to the Kia sound system, with a giant jug of water and a grip of Clif bars. So by the 
time I drove back I was dusty, exhausted, and desperate for a little civilization. The morning sun 
melted like warm butter over the landscape. 
 
I pulled into the driveway of the house I was sharing with my parents; the house was always 
clean and always smelled spectacular. I trudged up the front steps, opened the door, and felt 
the cool rush of the air conditioner. I padded softly across the tile to the kitchen— it must’ve 
been around eight, and everyone was still asleep— and made myself some peanut butter toast. 
 
Now, I’d been eating Clif bars all night. And peanut butter toast is one of my favorite comfort 
foods— real hearty, grainy bread, thick, savory peanut butter, probably some yogurt on the side 
or a glass of milk. I probably had a banana too. I sat at the cool granite countertop, watching the 
sun stream in golden columns through the fruitless mulberry in the backyard, through the 
kitchen window and over the softly glittering appliances and warm wood cabinets. 
 
All was still. I had grown up in this house; had lived there for twenty years. I looked around, I 
was totally present, and I saw how good and important this environment, this structure, this 
warmth, had been for me. It was the invisible architecture holding up my identity as this crazy 
artist that I’d developed into as an adult. 
 
That invisible structure is a crucial element in the development of a pop star. 
 
When Taylor Swift describes “dancing around the kitchen in the refrigerator light” in her song 
“All Too Well,” it’s a classic example of her style of songwriting. She’s not stringing disjointed 
and aggressive images together to express alienation or psychedelic energy. She’s putting her 
finger firmly on a pulse we all know, on memories we’re all connected to. Hearth, home, and 



 

 

love. This is the country influence in her song-craft, the storytelling, and it’s the unshakeable 
backbone that allows her to be who she is. 
 
In the rush to innovate, it can seem very important to hop on every new trend or texture in order 
to keep your efforts to create media and to communicate current, relevant, and impactful. All 
that is important, but all of that should be secondary to the core values of your brand. You 
shouldn’t just be trying to “make it.” You should have something to say, and you should have 
standards and boundaries. 
 
That’s what Taylor and Beyoncé are going to teach us about in this chapter: brand integrity. 
 
Of course, as this book has probably made clear to you by now, calling Taylor Swift a “brand” 
misses part of the point of pop stardom. The creative exercise of pop is to move beyond 
branding. To become something much more real, much simpler, and also much more 
complicated. To become a person, a person everyone can be friends with. “Brand” is in many 
ways too limiting a word, and your goal, ultimately, should be to leave Branding behind in favor 
of Being. 
 
This is more difficult than it sounds, especially while under the pressure of powering the pop 
apparatus with the force of your personality. That personality has to have integrity, has to have 
values, has to have boundaries. 
 
I don’t mean, here, a specific set of values that I’m going to describe to you or list or whatever. 
These values could be spiritual or atheistic, life-affirming or nihilistic, violent or peaceful, horny 
or chaste. But for the energy of your brand to be directed in a meaningful way, for it to not fall 
apart, those values have to be there, regardless of what they are. There has to be structure to 
ground the madness, to conduct the electricity. 
 
Taylor Swift has a pretty “normal” brand. Her entire appeal is that she’s the girl next door, your 
best friend, someone informal and silly and yet still deeply earnest and impeccably detailed in 
terms of fashion, mood, and feel. We can relate to her, but at the same time, she inspires us to 
be better versions of ourselves. 
 
She cultivates this image through careful and aggressive walls erected around her life. Not 
oppressive walls— it’s a castle with windows, a beautiful one— but the structure is solid and, 
where she wants it to be, impregnable. 
 
Swift’s Rolling Stone cover interview details the architecture of this castle. It describes the near-
government-level secrecy around her video shoots and unreleased albums— a private security 
platoon guarding the warehouse where the Shake It Off video was filmed, drastic measures to 
protect the unreleased tracks from “1989.” Jack Antonoff, one collaborator on the album and a 
pop musician, said "just having her songs on my hard drive makes me feel like I have Russian 
secrets or something. It's terrifying." The top-floor apartment she bought in New York has its 



 

 

own outside entrance, guarded by a former NYPD officer, and an entire apartment across from 
hers is rented out for her security detail. 
 
But inside this forbidding fortress, a different kind of buttressing is in evidence. 
 
“Up in the penthouse, a barefoot Swift answers the door in a periwinkle-blue sundress: 
‘Welcome to my apartment!’ In the kitchen there's an assortment of pastries from a hip 
downtown spot called the Smile (‘They have these banana-quinoa muffins that I'm obsessed 
with’), and in the refrigerator are a surprising number of varieties of sparkling water. (‘I have 
black cherry, pomegranate, blueberry, strawberry, key lime, tangerine lime . . .)” 
 
Her home’s atmosphere isn’t just enhanced by material comforts, though: 
 
“Swift leads the way into one of her four guest bedrooms. ‘This is where Karlie usually stays,’ 
she says – meaning supermodel Karlie Kloss, one of her new BFFs, whom she met nine 
months ago at the Victoria's Secret fashion show. There's a basket of Kloss's favorite Whole 
Foods treats next to the bed, and multiple photos of her on the walls. Against another wall, 
there's a rack full of white nightgowns. ‘This is a thing me and Lena have,’ says Swift – meaning 
Lena Dunham, another recent friend. ‘We wear them during the day and look like pioneer 
women, fresh off the Oregon Trail." 
 
…so here we see a very specific set up, a very specific structure: strong outer boundaries, but 
with an abundant fountain of “cozy” inside. Swift’s environment is made to optimize for her 
connection to her personal values; to provide an internal well of abundance from which she can 
make balanced, resourced, independent decisions. 
 
Taylor’s image depends on certain choices about style, audience relationship, and self-
presentation, as we’ve discussed throughout this book. Her job is to present a certain fantasy, a 
certain experience, to her audience. To have that relationship. 
 
Imagine, for a moment, if that was your job: to maintain that identity and that relationship. Now 
imagine, from when you woke up in the morning to when you went to bed at night, that people 
were trying to get you to do things for them. And many of these people were offering you 
millions of dollars to do those things. 
 
Seriously contemplate this. Think about your life now, and how much a million dollars would 
mean to you, how it would change everything. Think about how many times you’ve dreamed of 
getting a million dollars. Now, imagine that your entire job was to maintain your brand integrity— 
which would means saying NO to most of those offers. Those offers of millions of dollars. 
Saying no to them over and over, your entire career. Or, even more complex than that: saying 
no to exactly the wrong offers, and yes to exactly the right ones. 
 
Still think you have the strength to be a pop star? 
 



 

 

Now, I understand that it’s much easier for Taylor to say no to these kinds of things, to the 
product endorsements and off-brand sexualized photo shoots, the album collabs and the 
corporate sponsorships. It’s easier because she already has millions of dollars, of course. But 
what’s important to understand here is that she didn’t always have millions of dollars. She 
started out building her brand in Nashville. As she achieved success and developed a following, 
and as people saw her talent, she was offered more and more options. And the birth of her 
brand involved saying “no” to a lot of them. 
 
It isn’t just easier for her to say no because she’s got money— it’s easier for her to say no 
because in the past, saying no has proven to be a reliable method— sticking to her values has 
gotten her to where she is. So she trusts that process; trusts her internal compass. 
 
Her resistance to being bought out, to compromising her brand, is particularly interesting exactly 
because Taylor’s brand is so “normal”. She’s “just like the girl next door”— but the thing is, 
being “normal” in that way, while occupying the rarified financial and cultural atmosphere she 
does, is very difficult. Fame and money distort reality, and distort it profoundly. 
 
Most people get sucked under by those offers of millions of dollars. Most people don’t make it. 
Most people, at some point, say “yes” to the wrong thing, the wrong person, the wrong deal. Or 
they get pulled in too many different directions, lose their focus, and their energy drains away. 
They can’t keep an open conduit from that inner source of energy, out into the world, and 
through interaction with the public. It’s so easy for that light to dim, to be crushed. 
 
We saw this with Gaga during the ArtPop era— her brand crumbled, became confusing and 
illegible where it had previously been strong. Small choices started to matter. She got flack for 
doing things like partnering with Doritos, prominently, for a live event— a bad fit. But Beyoncé 
has partnered with Pepsi, and Taylor with Diet Coke, without upset— their brands were tighter 
at the time, and the partnerships they chose fit their image better. 
 
So Taylor’s everyday existence, the impression of her as your best friend, is, at her level, 
evidence of enormous strength and fortitude, an internal compass and a very astute guard on 
the castle walls. What do we let in? What do we keep out? 
 
Born privilege, of course, plays a role in this. The structure inside Taylor, the backbone, didn’t 
just come from her work in pop music. It came from her family, her support system, her 
childhood, and all her experiences. While we all want to believe we can become whatever we 
like, those early experiences and resources play a big role. They can make it easier or they can 
make it harder. 
 
Taylor Swift grew up on a christmas tree farm. I don’t want to oversimplify her, but it’s almost as 
if the whole sparkling kaleidoscope of her brand grew out of that thumbnail sketch. Her parents 
had the resources to support her dreams, and, perhaps even more importantly, they looked at 
her dreams as realistic. When she demonstrated an early interest in songwriting, they took that 



 

 

seriously and encouraged it. When it looked as it that venture might actually blossom into a 
career, they picked up the entire family and moved to Nashville. 
 
This isn’t written to discourage those that didn’t have perfect childhoods from pursuing their 
dreams. Negative and difficult experiences can provide fuel: look at Gaga. I’m only saying this: it 
matters. These things become part of us in ways we don’t fully understand. 
 
When I moved in with my second college roommate, the place was quite dusty and a bit 
neglected. It was a nice condo that he’d managed to rent very cheaply, but this was partially 
because it wasn’t managed or maintained well by the owner. 
 
I asked my friend why he didn’t clean more often. He basically said “I don’t really know where to 
start.” 
 
Now, I knew instinctively where to start. My mother had been incredibly fastidious, and my 
house growing up had been as clean as a picture in a catalog. My mother cleaned to calm 
herself, to order her mind. It was part of her identity— and since that was the standard of how 
we kept the house, I was drafted to do chores too— to dust and vacuum and wash windows and 
take care of the yard. 
 
I said “well, we dust and wipe all the surfaces, widows, and fan blades— Pledge and Windex— 
and then we vacuum the floor. That way everything goes on the floor and we suck it up.” 
 
He looked at me as though I’d just done a magic trick. I’ve gotten this look before from people 
under similar circumstances— cleaning was “in me,” in a way that it wasn’t in everybody. Not 
everyone had been raised in a household like mine. But of course I had no idea, during my 
childhood, that I was learning anything. I was just irritated because I had to do so many chores. 
 
All of this structure exists inside me, invisible, and it holds me together, and I don’t even realize 
it. When I take a crazy road trip or do a transgressive art project or start a business or enter a 
romantic relationship, all these structures hold that energy and direct it. I feel a certain stability, 
because I was privileged to have a very stable upbringing. My parents build a solid stone 
foundation on which I can create my own life, but I’m not even conscious of it most of the time. 
 
I was working with someone on a project once, and she was trying to explain to me why I’m so 
good at coaching creative people. I was convinced it was because of my wild and varied 
interests and experiences, the adventures I’d had. But she was convinced there was something 
else going on. She told me “it’s not that you do these crazy things. It’s that you make other 
people feel OKAY in that space. In the midst of their own craziness, you make them feel 
grounded and comfortable.” 
 
I was totally unable to see this. I had experienced my childhood as quite boring, and thought I 
was trying to escape from it— I related more to the extreme things I was fascinated by (like pop) 
than to the staid suburbia I grew up in. But because my parents were so responsible, so 



 

 

practical, I had a scaffolding inside me that I didn’t even understand— a scaffolding other 
people looked to as a source of strength. 
 
Frankie Ballard, a country songster, friend of Taylor’s and opening artist on her tour, said during 
a CNN documentary about Taylor: “You know how hard it would be to maintain such an image, 
or such a reputation, if you weren’t that person? It’d be damn near impossible.” 
 
There’s a direct connection between these warm, human moments of childhood identity and the 
strong boundaries, the stalwart walls, around Taylor’s life and work-process. There’s a thread 
that connects my post-acid morning meal of nourishing, grounding peanut butter toast and the 
discipline and structure that sit inside her, me, you, and allow us to do what we do. 
 
Again, I take for granted here that this kind of internal structure is a privilege. Many people have 
chaotic childhoods, or barely have childhoods at all. Many people don’t have warm, welcoming 
homes or food to eat. Many people mature, or try to hone their gifts, under totally hostile and 
unsupportive economic circumstances. Many people are marginalized due to their race, gender, 
sexuality, or class. This is not an even playing-field, and we don’t all start with the same 
advantages. 
 
It’s important to understand Taylor’s foundation of wholesomeness though, and Miley’s: the 
foundation that the more privileged pop stars enjoy. Because that stability matters just as much, 
if not more, than the madness. Often if we don’t have a native structure or stability, we have to 
learn it. If it’s not inside us already, we have to create it for ourselves, have to gain new and 
mundane skills of self-grounding and space-making, just as Miley redefined her personal space 
during her transition. Because the pure exultant experimentation of pop, of all art, rests on a 
regimented discipline of creativity. Without that, we’re just crazy, disconnected from productive 
reality. 
 
So that morning toast, that christmas tree farm, the joy and warmth that Taylor draws out of her 
experiences and infuses into her music: dancing in the refrigerator light, and the brightness and 
optimism of tracks like “Welcome to New York,” the rush of dropping your bags on the floor of a 
new apartment, the banana quinoa muffins, the brunches with her new inspiring, supportive 
friends…all those serve a much higher purpose than simply making Taylor happy. They enable 
her to do what she does. 
 
In order to have boundaries, in order to be able to say “no” to millions of dollars at a time, you 
have to have a source of inner strength that fuels you when nothing else does. You have to not 
feel needy; you have to feel like you have a solid identity that will sustain you even if you 
disconnect from the whims of the surrounding culture. This is brand integrity— not just saying 
“no”, but saying no from a place of abundance. 
 
Owen Cook coaches pickup artistry and dating, and there are a lot of problems with his work. 
But one of the things he focuses on is encouraging men to develop what he calls “self-
sustaining ecosystems of positive emotions.” He believes that men drive women away, or treat 



 

 

them badly or possessively, because they feel deep neediness, a lack in themselves they try 
and force these women to fill. Strength of character, a focused personality, come in his mind 
from developing this “self-sustaining ecosystem” in order to eliminate that neediness. If you can 
do that, Cook argues, you’ll be magnetically attractive. And not just to romantic partners. You’ll 
be more charismatic in general. 
 
This is an almost precise model of the steps Taylor’s taken to create a positive life, and a 
positive brand (after all, in her case, what’s the difference?). She cultivates friendships with 
other women, powerful artists and influencers that inspire her and keep her steady, from Selena 
Gomez to Lena Dunham. She eats her muffins, plays with her cats, takes her road trips. And on 
top of all that, of course, she writes songs that frame and cathartize her emotional trials, turning 
her difficulties, not just into art, but into profit. 
 
She’s created an incredibly healthy life for herself, an incredibly robust ecosystem. It’s not just 
about money— it’s about your firm emotional ground, the wellspring inside you that allows you 
to make clear decisions. If you’ve structured that ecosystem to feed you, to take blows and 
losses and bounce back, if your life is complex and positive, it’s that much more difficult to dupe 
you, take advantage of your drives, or compromise your brand, your message, your work. 
 
Money alone does not solve these problems. Money alone won’t shield you from public 
discourse or your brand from disintegration— too many celebrities have gone broke, too many 
child stars have turned to drugs. Money, all by itself, won’t shield you from being eaten alive by 
the fame machine. You need to make the right choices. 
 
So Swift’s castle is twofold: firm boundaries without, and a deep well of emotional resources 
within. This beneficent architecture keeps the capital flowing, and allows her to be herself, that 
good-old-girl-next-door, under unthinkable public pressure and scrutiny. 
 
Beyoncé’s brand is, potentially, even more robust that Swift’s— some might say invincible. 
 
Until relatively recently, Beyoncé’s catchword had been “perfection.” An on-fire, on-point mogul 
for over a decade and a half now, she’s barely made any missteps in performance, on record, or 
on video. Her vocals are just the right pyrotechnic tightrope-walk between passion and 
precision, and her dancing beggars belief— we haven’t seen an entertainer that can sing and 
dance simultaneously to her level of expertise since Michael Jackson. We’re forced to classify 
her as a consummate artist and a consummate athlete simultaneously. 
 
The parallels between her life and Jackson’s aren’t limited to her performative skill or her artistic 
vision. Michael’s father was legendary for whipping the Jackson 5 into a tightly regimented pop 
machine. Latavia Roberson, one of the original members of Destiny’s Child, talks about 
Beyoncé’s father: 
 
“Matthew did not mince his words and it can be tough to take that kind of criticism when you are 
a little girl. We would try not to let it break us. We used to call him Joe Jackson. It’s not like he 



 

 

beat us with his belt or anything, but he was very strict. Beyoncé was the only one brave 
enough to stand up to him. 
 
We worked really hard. It was -rehearse, rehearse, -rehearse. It would be the four of us and he 
was like a drill sergeant. When summertime came he would start a camp at his house in 
Houston. 
 
He would make us wake up early in the -morning and take us to Herman Park. There was a 
three-and-a-half mile track and we would sing while we jogged around it. Then we would go to 
the house and -rehearse. 
 
That’s what our days consisted of, seven days a week. Looking back, working that hard did cost 
us our childhood. But at the time we were just focused on living out our dreams.” 
 
Despite how fascistic this sounds, Beyoncé credits this experience, where and how she grew 
up, with the flowering of her chops and instincts as a performer. 
 
“I remember the moss on the trees. I remember running through the sprinklers, those summers, 
popsicles…I remember running as hard as I could. And my dad knew that I needed his 
approval. And I think my father wouldn’t give it to me, because he kept pushing me, and kept 
pushing me, and kept pushing me. Every time my dad pushed me, I got better. And stronger. 
And that house just is my foundation.” 
 
Here, we get to the flinty contact-point between our early experiences and our eventual drives 
and ambitions. Every mixture of childhood influences is different, and leads to a different adult 
identity, a different set of unique, quietly neon attributes ready to be turned into pop-brand raw 
material. But the internal structure you develop has to be the right shape, hardness, and 
intensity. Just like Taylor, Beyoncé’s childhood environs gave her a rock-solid platform to stand 
on, to build on. Just as solid, but very different. 
 
“I’m still trying to learn that I don’t have to kill myself, and be so hard on myself, and be so 
critical. And I can smell the roses. I don’t want to never be satisfied. I don’t think that’s a healthy 
way to live.” 
 
One of the most dramatic career moves Beyoncé made leading up to the recording of her album 
“4” was to fire her father as manager and to take over management herself. This was such a 
massive departure from the forces that structured her life and career that she took a while to get 
used to the fact that she was calling her own shots. 
 
“At some point in my career I felt like I was doing way too much. I felt like I had been so 
commercially successful...it wasn’t enough. There’s something really stressful about having to 
keep up with that. And something really crippling. You can’t express yourself. I don’t want to 
have to sing about the same thing for ten more years. You can’t grow. I want to be able to sing 
about how much I hate myself that day, if that’s how I feel. And I felt like it was time for me to set 



 

 

up my future. So I set a goal. And my goal was independence.  
 
I’m feeling very empty because of my relationship with my dad, and I’m so fragile at this point. 
And I feel like my soul has been tarnished. Life is unpredictable, but I feel like I had to move on 
and not work with my dad. I don’t care if I don’t sell one record. It’s bigger than the record. It’s 
bigger than my career.  
 
I think one of the biggest reasons I decided it was time for me to manage myself was because 
at some point, you need your support system, and you need your family. When you’re trying to 
have an everyday conversation with your parents, you have to talk about scheduling and you 
have to talk about your album, and and performing and touring...it’s just too stressful, and it 
really affects your relationship. 
 
I needed boundaries. And I think my dad needed boundaries. It’s really easy to get confused 
with this world that’s your job that you live and breathe every day all day, and you don’t know 
when to turn it off. You need a break. I needed a break. I needed my dad.  
 
Interviewer: And did you get your dad back? 
 
No. It was hard. I had to sacrifice my relationship with my dad. It was a stressful, sad, difficult 
time. But I had to let go.  
 
The first decision I had to make as my own manager was ‘what do you want?’ Do you want to 
be successful at radio? Do you want to kiss asses? Do you want a career? Do you want a 
successful tour? Do you want to focus on your life? What do you want?” 
 
This necessary process of self-discovery highlights a point glossed over in Taylor’s smooth, 
seamless transition from her warm childhood cocoon to her career as a butterfly: sometimes, 
there’s a break between the structure provided for you and your reflexive, instinctive personal 
inspiration, a disjunct between your foundation and your inner fire, your inner light, the source of 
your creative madness. And if your pop pyramid is going to be tall and strong, if it’s going to 
glow like a volcano, you have to sort that disconnection out. Beyoncé says: 
 
“It’s very difficult managing myself. Every night when I go to sleep I ask hundreds of questions. 
but I’m learning so much. And I’m making mistakes, and I’m learning from them, and I’m not 
afraid to make a mistake. I embrace mistakes. They make you who you are. I’ve never been 
afraid to fall. And I say all these things, but now I’m getting tested.” 
 
But it’s important to understand that without that childhood training, Beyoncé wouldn’t be the 
artist she is. This is how it has to work if you’re going to be a vital pop star: your work, your 
brand, can’t just be an arbitrary set of decisions. it has to be an upwelling of everything you are. 
 
Alan Watts, a western thinker about Zen, gave an excellent lecture available on YouTube called 
“The Art of the Controlled Accident”. In it, he says: 



 

 

 
“If a person who is untrained in painting makes a mess with a brush, it’s liable to be just a mess. 
Whereas if a person has the feeling of painting in them for a long time, and they make a mess 
with a brush, or just do anything, it looks interesting. And that’s why if you try to copy the best 
people in modern, abstract, non-objective painting, you’ll find it’s a very difficult thing to do. 
Because there is more to spontaneity than caprice and disorder.” 
 
During the creation of her self-titled album “Beyoncé,” Queen Bey engaged in a very complex 
process. Ostensibly, the album was themed around honesty, imperfection, and liberation— after 
years of inhabiting her almost military-perfect brand, she wanted to step out as herself— a new 
mother, a sexual being, someone with doubts, fears, and insecurities who could still conquer the 
world. 
 
The album was released online, all at once. Not only did she release the music, she released a 
video to accompany every single track on the album, all at the same time. Beyoncé said: 
 
“I remember seeing Thriller, on TV with my family. It was an event. We all sat around the TV. 
And now, looking back, I’m so lucky I was born around that time. I miss that immersive 
experience. Now people only listen to a few seconds of a song on their iPods. They don’t really 
invest in a whole album. It’s all about the single and the hype. There’s so much that gets 
between the music and the artist and the fans.  
 
I felt like, I don’t want anybody to give the message when my record is coming out. I just want 
this to come out, when it’s ready, and from me to my fans.” 
 
At this point, she’s striving for a direct connection with her fans. She’s built a castle so large and 
strong over the years that her new work, her new calling, is to attempt to break the structure 
down in interesting ways— to reach out from the cocoon of her brand. To try and bleed a little 
bit, and to let people see it. 
 
It’s not just about having some sort of breakdown, though. Beyoncé’s rock-solid foundation 
allows her this room to experiment. She’s put in incredible discipline to, as Watts puts it, “get the 
feeling of painting into her”— at this point, she can’t escape who she is. She can’t escape being 
Beyoncé, right down to her artistic reflexes, her muscle-memory. When she moves 
spontaneously to her producers’ beats, Beyoncé comes out. When she lets rip vocally in the 
studio from the depths of her heart, Beyoncé comes out. The structure, built by her upbringing, 
by her experiences, her military perseverance, lives in her every impulse. That’s why her brand 
is indestructible. 
 
The Four Stages of Competence model has been attributed to a management trainer named 
Noel Burch circa the 1970s, but the real origin of the model is hard to pin down. It describes four 
necessary steps along a path to mastering, and then internalizing, any skill: 
 
1. Unconscious Incompetence 



 

 

2. Conscious Incompetence 
3. Conscious Competence 
4 Unconscious Competence 
 
In other words, when you start out learning a craft, you have no idea about the vastness of your 
own ignorance. You don’t know what you don’t know. Then you start practicing or learning— 
and suddenly you realize “wow, I suck, especially compared to people who have mastered this. 
I have a whole lot to learn.” 
 
After you’ve been practicing your skill for a while, you gain competence. But you still have to 
think about what you’re doing in order to stay on the mark— this is what “conscious 
competence” means. You have to focus and concentrate if you want to avoid screwing up. 
 
Finally, you reach “unconscious competence”— in the highest stage of mastery, you don’t even 
have to think about the skill anymore to perform it properly. You have the basics down, it’s 
inside you, it’s automatic, just like riding a bike. This frees up a whole bunch of your cognitive 
space for experimentation— and you can begin elevating what you do past just a mere skill or 
set of principles into an art. 
 
This is the stage Beyoncé has reached in the construction of a pop brand. 
 
She’s been doing this so long that she’s put in her “10,000 hours,” as Malcolm Gladwell likes to 
phrase it. The point of that number, and the “hours to mastery” concept in general, is to 
emphasize that enormous training is needed before a skill set really lives inside you. Before it 
becomes so much a part of you that you can start to play freely in that space— especially when 
we’re talking about a compound gestalt skill set like being a pop star. 
 
Beyoncé’s self-titled record is a “visual album.” And those themes, that honesty and vulnerability 
she was striving for, are evident not only in the song lyrics but in the loose, exploratory, 
experimental music on the album, and in the almost spontaneous recording of some of the 
videos. Many of the clips were clearly carefully styled and staged, but for many others, Beyoncé 
and her crew just went to a city and drove or walked around. For one of them, the camera crew 
had clearly just followed her, her husband, and her daughter on vacation, though the results 
were gorgeous. 
 
The point of all this is that Beyoncé is trying to capture and document the open spilling of her 
heart. She wanted this album to communicate unrestrained energy; she wanted to react freely 
to her life and her emotions; to improvise. The entire visual and sonic landscape of the album is 
a massive, galloping improvisation, especially compared to her previous work. And, as in jazz, 
you can’t properly improvise until you know the rules. 
 
Beyoncé had to reach a point in her career where the rules and reflexes and principles of pop 
stardom were nestled so deep in her personality that she didn’t have to focus on them anymore. 



 

 

She had to reach that level of Unconscious Competence. Because then she could play freely, 
without thinking, and it would still come out as a pop brand. 
 
She could cry, she could be vulnerable, she could express her sexuality or just talk about her 
marriage. She could run around the streets of a city in celebration and get into dance contests 
with the locals and film the whole thing. She could sing and scream and flail and twerk and 
select disruptive, aggressive pieces of clothing. She could write her image freely, like a joyful 
calligrapher, swirling along the page of her life with flourish. She could have an immediate 
dialog with the world as a full, grounded pop presence, as Beyoncé. 
 
This is the power of unconscious competence: complete freedom to play, coupled with complete 
effectiveness in the world. And this is the power Beyoncé and her team have achieved. 
 
Her groundbreaking short-film-album, Lemonade, continues this trajectory of liberation— and 
generalizes it aggressively to her oppressed black brothers and sisters. With Lemonade, she’s 
exploring the same freedom with the political that she has with the personal. She’s created an 
art movie, a dramatic and experimental weaving-together of her own fears about her marriage, 
her intense connection to her father, and the same emotions lived out en masse in her struggle 
for cultural recognition for her people and for black justice. She’s cracking the pavement, 
breaking new ground for a pop star, and her foundation continues to support her explosive 
growth. 
 
There’s a sort of cyclic pattern of growth here, in fact. Throughout the book, we’ve discussed the 
process of building an effective pop brand— a strong castle. We’ve talked about finding your 
inner source of energy, finding your voice and making work, understanding your relationship 
with your fans, and learning boundaries and internalizing structure so that your brand maintains 
integrity along the way. But as we see with Beyoncé, internalizing that structure isn’t the final 
stage of the process. You don’t just get to rest after you do that. 
 
In the opening chapter, we talked about the fact that pop involves eternal renewal, that human 
paradise can’t be static. It’s the crest of repeated orgasm, perpetual striving followed by 
perpetual victory. That’s the flow of optimal human experience, as defined by Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, and those are the mechanics of pop. You can’t just rest in “perfection.” The 
explosion of a pop song is the feeling of spreading your wings and jumping off the cliff, over and 
over again. 
 
The source of that striving, of that fire, is the internal instinct for joy we talked about in the first 
chapter. And when a brand becomes too perfect, too regimented, too calculated, that lava 
bubbles up inside again. When you listen to it, like Beyoncé did, you have the potential to 
ascend an infinite number of levels into the sky— platform after platform of built and internalized 
brand ethics, topped and kept vital by spontaneity, disruption, and the eternal urge toward 
growth. 
 
Perfect is good, but as Leonard Cohen put it: 



 

 

 
“Ring the bells that still can ring 
Forget your perfect offering 
There is a crack, a crack in everything 
That's how the light gets in” 
 
Beyoncé couldn’t ignore that crack. She was ready, and she pried it open. The result was an 
explosion of vitality, a breath of playfulness and a nova of political consciousness. The magic is 
still in there. She’s still on fire, and her fears about calcification and stagnation are blown to bits 
by that fire, like a volcano forming a new continent. 
 
Pop is about staying alive. That’s how you do it. 
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“A man of genius makes no mistakes; his errors are volitional and are the portals of discovery.” 
 
- James Joyce 
 
 
Kanye West is fulfilling his destiny. 
 
This is a peculiar thing to say in our era. We don’t really believe in “destiny”; it sounds mystical 
and imaginary. We talk about destiny all the time in the context of romance, or other “meant to 
be” situations, but we’re joking, or half-joking. We don’t really know how destiny would work. 
What does it mean, in the modern world, to “fulfill your destiny?” 
 
Dr. Betty Sue Flowers, who was series consultant for Bill Moyers’ “Joseph Campbell and the 
Power of Myth” documentary and worked with the scenario planning team for Shell, has a 
forthcoming book called “Destiny: Using Imagination to Create a Better Reality.” For the 
purposes of her exploration, she’s constructed an interesting definition of the word “destiny”: 
 
“Fate is the oppression of the inevitable—we are all fated to die. Destiny beckons us to die 
bravely or to die as the hero of our own story, not as its victim, so that at the end, the story 
belongs to us because we have helped create it. We endure fate. We dance with destiny. 
Destiny is an experience of meaningfulness. It exists as a noun, but it functions as a verb. It is a 
connection to a design that is felt as a presence.” 
 
A connection to a design that is felt as a presence. This is a very nuts-and-bolts definition of 
“destiny”, that approaches it from a first-person perspective— after all, we really can’t know the 
future. So when we feel like we’re somehow operating in collaboration with a system larger than 
ourselves, when we feel like we’re working together with the unfolding future to accomplish 
something, according to Dr. Flowers, we can call that “destiny.” 
 
We can’t really parse every variable in our lives logically. We make big life decisions, like where 
to go to college and who to marry, based mostly on gut feeling. Despite our modern emphasis 
on data, these kinds of decisions are difficult to weigh— we don’t really know how they’ll change 
us, or how we’ll feel about them after we make them. We can’t foresee all the consequences. so 
we interact with the universe as though it has a personality— as though it is a “presence”. We 
feel as though we’re dancing with that presence, either effectively or ineffectively. 
 
By this definition, if Kanye isn’t fulfilling his destiny, I don’t know what he’s doing. He’s been in 
the cultural spotlight for about fifteen years now— and every second of those fifteen years, he’s 
been on the edge, starting conversations and pushing the culture forward, somehow interacting 
with the emergent nature of the present. His career could not exist without the moment he lives 
in; his entire brand and presence rely on him riding his own personal cultural wave. 



 

 

 
Kanye is, of course, a controversial figure. But as we’ve discussed so far, prolonged controversy 
is a symptom of tapping into some reactive pocket of lava in the emotions of the contemporary 
world. If he were a flash in the pan, we could chalk his position at the center of our 
conversations up to accident, sensationalism, and chance. 
 
But, again, Kanye’s been here for a decade and a half. He’s been nominated for upwards of 
sixty Grammy awards and he’s won twenty one of them. He’s helped define and sculpt an entire 
era of hip-hop, sonically and visually, and his initial forays into fashion are moving product and 
creating buzz. Classifying him as a flash in the pan or a simple provocateur would at this point 
be delusional; it’s extraordinary that he’s managed to stay here as long as he has, given how 
many people hunger to take his place in the cultural spotlight. So in this chapter we’ll try and 
understand how Kanye does what he does, and how he thinks about the world. 
 
Kanye tends to say outrageous things in interviews, things that are immediately dismissed 
because of his tone, his confrontational and uncompromising approach, his manic level of 
energy. In his New York Times interview, he was asked about his now-infamous split-second 
decision to interrupt Taylor Swift during her acceptance speech at the 2009 MTV Video Music 
Awards. Had his instinct to provoke ever led him astray? Perhaps in that instance? Kanye 
responded: 
 
“It’s only led me to complete awesomeness at all times. It’s only led me to awesome truth and 
awesomeness. Beauty, truth, awesomeness. That’s all it is.” 
 
This sounds like the kind of answer a child would give. It’s tempting to be incredulous. But, of 
course, later in the same interview, he says: 
 
“I love the fact that I’m bad at [things], you know what I’m saying? I’m forever the 35-year-old 5-
year-old. I’m forever the 5-year-old of something.” 
 
He’s fully aware of how childlike he is, how he takes on new industries and projects with an 
almost aggressive naiveté. And in a much more recent speech, during which he also announced 
his 2020 presidential candidacy, after Taylor herself presented him with an MTV Michael 
Jackson Video Vanguard Award, he mused about the earlier incident. He questioned whether 
he’d make the same decision today, to interrupt Taylor, since he has a daughter now. But then 
he said: 
 
“You know how many times MTV ran that footage again? ’Cause it got them more ratings? You 
know how many times they announced Taylor was going to give me the award ’cause it got 
them more ratings?” 
 
A few days after that, Taylor posted a photo of a giant flower arrangement that Kanye had sent 
her. She was thrilled, and tagged it “#KanTay2020”. 
 



 

 

From the opening to the punchline of that joke spans half a decade, mountains of artistic energy 
expended, and an entire zeitgeist straddled. Kanye and Taylor feuded again after that, and 
somehow, he’s still putting out work, still collaborating with the biggest names in the industry, 
still moving product, and still wielding influence, despite all the cultural backlash. This kind of 
good fortune has happened to him too many times now to be sheer coincidence. 
 
During fundraising efforts for Hurricane Katrina, Kanye broke from the teleprompter and his 
shared script with Mike Myers on live TV to stare straight into the camera and deadpan “George 
Bush doesn't care about black people” after an impassioned speech about the way the news 
media and aid efforts dealt with the black inhabitants of New Orleans. At the time, he was 
dismissed as a troublemaking anomaly, called a jerk. Today, In the aftermath of countless police 
executions and the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement, his words have a stinging 
relevance, almost as if he traveled through time. 
 
In one of the best sets of lyrics on Yeezus, his aggressive, sonically experimental scream of 
existential and artistic angst, he raps: 
 
“My mind move like a Tron bike 
Pop a wheelie on the zeitgeist 
I’m finna start a new movement 
Being led by the drums 
I’m a rap-lic priest 
Gettin’ head by the nuns 
They don’t play what I’m playin’ 
They don’t see what I’m sayin’ 
They be ballin’ in the D-League 
I be speakin’ Swaghili” 
 
This tangle of ideas and impressions is delivered in rapid-fire, a sort of multidimensional image 
of Kanye’s bird’s-eye-view of the culture, at the very end of the song. 
 
The “my mind move like a Tron bike / pop a wheelie on the zeitgeist” is particularly instructive: 
Tron is a movie about digital environments, about moving over a flat plane created by software, 
in a universe built by the imagination. He sees himself blasting over this landscape, but tilting 
vertically, tricking off of it like Evel Knievel, pushing upward into another spatial dimension. 
 
He’s not the only rapper to use a digital world as a metaphor for the “real” one. The Matrix, more 
recent kin to the digitized world of Tron, pops up over and over in top 40 hip-hop. Perhaps most 
fascinating here is that rappers frequently talk about being “in” the Matrix preferentially. In the 
original film, the Matrix was a digital prison, a blindfold pulled over humanity’s collective eyes. 
But Drake boasts: 
 
“Like I’m Lou Will, I just got the new deal, 
I am in the Matrix and I just took the blue pill” 



 

 

 
Notice: BLUE pill. He’s not waking up; he’s staying in the internet dream. His tone is one of 
power and mastery. 
 
Kendrick Lamar expresses a similar sentiment in Backseat Freestyle, his send-up of his own 
youthful ambition: 
 
“All my life I want money and power 
Respect my mind or die from lead shower 
I pray my dick get big as the Eiffel Tower 
So I can fuck the world for seventy-two hours 
Goddamn I feel amazing, damn I’m in the Matrix 
my mind is living on cloud nine and this 9 is never on vacation” 
 
In both of these cases, “The Matrix” represents their experience riding the bizarre tornado of 
money and power that accompanies rap and pop stardom, where your wishes are fulfilled 
instantly, you seem to have superpowers, and you feel like you’re bending reality to your will, 
hacking the culture. 
 
Kanye takes this metaphor much deeper, though. During his interview with Seth Meyers, Seth 
asks: 
 
“Now, fashion is obviously very important to you. You’re designing again in fashion. Now tell me, 
what’s the difference in how you approach fashion to how you approach music? Is it similar? Is 
it completely different?” 
 
Kanye responds: 
 
“Everything in the world is exactly the same.” 
 
The flat way Kanye says this elicits a laugh from Seth’s audience, but here, he’s elucidating a 
concept his entire world is based on. He continues: 
 
“For me, I give you paintings. Sonic paintings. You know, like I have synesthesia. Like I can see 
sound in front of me. So when I want to do fashion, I just want to give you sculptures.” 
 
Kanye’s frustration with his inability to make a fashion line was the stuff of legend in 2013. He 
constantly complained about it in interviews, to the point where people grew sick of it— his 
audience really just wanted him to make more music, hits that they liked. His focus on clothing 
was seen as frivolous and indulgent, partially because fashion itself is dismissed as frivolous 
and indulgent. But hidden inside his efforts to make his designs reality is a crucial clue about 
Kanye’s powers. 
 



 

 

His frustration is definitely audible on Yeezus, a roaring, screaming, hellish soundscape that 
feels like it was stitched together— it’s characterized by violent juxtapositions, raw sounds, and 
intense textures. Zane Lowe asks him, during his BBC interview, where the unique feel of the 
album came from. 
 
“It’s just the way I was consuming information in my life at that time. Information from, you know, 
whatever negative information or positive information from the internet, just going to the Louvre, 
and going to furniture exhibits and understanding that, trying to open up and do interviews with 
this, learning more about architecture. Taking like one thousand meetings attempting to get 
backing to do clothing and different things like that, and getting no headway whatsoever. It was 
just that level of frustration. And this is what frustration fucking sounds like.” 
 
Kanye is saying that all of these textures, all of these ideas, and the violent fissures between 
them, found their way into his music, into how it was constructed. 
 
“I wanted to speak up and say, okay, so my voice is only compressed to express myself 
artistically through music. It’s the only place where I actually have a deal. So I can only 
consistently make things through music. So I’m going to take music and I’m going to try to make 
it three dimensional. Like on Star Wars, when the hologram would pop up out of R2-D2. I’m 
going to try to make something that jumps up and affects you.” 
 
Kanye is talking about constructing songs precisely the way he would construct clothing. He’s 
talking about seeing music in three dimensions, as textural and visual. He’s talking about 
straining to break free of the limits imposed by each medium. He’s trying to unify his landscape 
of dopeness into some consummate form of expression. 
 
Yeezus sounds like madness, and for good reason: as we discussed earlier in the book, when 
you push at the boundaries of your reality, you can feel like you’re going crazy. Kanye strains 
not only the boundaries of his own values and reward-systems, but the boundaries of what’s 
possible in the current era of artistic production. He strained to get the music on Yeezus to rise 
above its own flat digital Tron-plain, to exist in a physical, three-dimensional way. 
 
In his famed novella “Flatland”, Edwin A. Abbott attempts to describe what it would be like for a 
two-dimensional creature to move beyond its own native reality, into our world of three 
dimensions. He narrates as your average two-dimensional Square, a character suddenly thrown 
into chaos by a Sphere capable of traveling, not only north, south, east, and west, but up and 
down. 
 
“There was a dizzy, sickening sensation of sight that was not like seeing; I saw line that was no 
line, space that was not space. I was myself and not myself. When I could find voice, I shrieked 
aloud in agony, ‘either this is madness or it is hell!’’ 
 



 

 

‘It is neither’, calmly replied the voice of the Sphere. ‘It is Knowledge; it is Three Dimensions. 
Open your eyes once again and try to look steadily.” 
 
If you listen to Kanye’s “I Am A God,” the third track on Yeezus, you hear exactly this trans-
dimensional scream. This is the sound of Kanye pushing against the limits of reality. He’s trying 
to bend time and dodge bullets, and Yeezus is the sound of his personality fragmenting under 
the strain. 
 
Here, a picture begins to coalesce out of all these atemporal fragments of Kanye conversation. 
What he’s saying is that his music, and all his works, exist as pieces of a unified landscape. He 
takes in aesthetic and intellectual information about the world around him, and he forms it into 
sonic vibrations and textures of fabric and live set designs that mold architecture and space. He 
lives, in other words, in a state where separations between media are trivial compared to 
separations between ideas and the style of their execution. He’s much more likely to argue the 
difference between Ralph Lauren and Helmut Lang than he is to argue the difference between 
making music and making clothes. To him, a guitar player and an architect could be closer in 
character than two architects of different schools. 
 
He lives in a sort of unified synesthetic field. 
 
Kanye gets actively frustrated when he can’t immediately translate ideas and aesthetics into 
physical reality, and even between different forms of physical reality. This frustration, and his at-
home-ness in the unified synesthetic field are, again, hallmarks of the digital, of life in The 
Matrix. In the Matrix film, Morpheus urges Neo over and over again to “free his mind,” to 
understand that ideas exercise primacy over the computerized reality of the simulation they live 
in. Just like in our real computers, software, ideas, coded in language, can create realities we all 
interact with— like Facebook or Uber, for example. In the movie, while training Neo in martial 
arts inside a totally immersive computer program, Morpheus asks: 
 
“Do you think my being stronger, or faster, has anything to do with my muscles in this place? Do 
you think that’s air you’re breathing now?” 
 
Here, he’s arguing that he and Neo are existing in a paradigm where ideas are primary and 
physical limits secondary, where new understanding can create new realities. 
 
This is Kanye’s mindset, and it’s uniquely suited to the future. Here, I don’t mean to suggest that 
Kanye has some sort of magical power to manifest things— far from it. He’s clearly livid when 
his creative impulses are restrained by material reality, and this happens often. Kanye is 
stretching, growing, pushing, and encountering barriers. 
 
But the future is a Kanye-friendly place— 3D printers, virtual worlds, instant design, and 
personalized fashion. Kanye wants the most out-there creative ideas to be applied directly to 
our daily lives, down to the products we use and the things we wear. 
 



 

 

Much of the fractured public perception of Kanye comes from the fact that he plays out in public 
the nuts-and-bolts industry discussions that are often kept private. For example, the average 
person isn’t often forced to consider that one needs manufacturing and materials partnerships, 
certain kinds of collaborators, in order to make a fashion line happen, especially to do lower-
priced mass-produced well-designed ready-to-wear, which is Kanye’s ambition. These are 
problems most of us will never face. So when he complains about these problems in interviews, 
he comes off, to many, as incredibly self-absorbed: 
 
“So it’s like Michelangelo. The church wanted him to paint, and he wanted to do sculptures. So 
the difficult thing for me that everyone doesn’t understand is, I just want to be able to use marble 
and make sculptures, you know. But due to the fact that I’m a celebrity, and all these different 
things, they’re like ‘no, you can’t do this. You have to do this kind of line.’ It’s kind of the first of 
its kind, so that’s the reason there’s been a lot of confusion as to why I want to do it, why he’s so 
frustrated about it, why don’t you just do music… 
 
It’s like an overall creative expression. Like I have a friend, Yves Béhar, that designed the 
Jawbone wristband and stuff, and the JAMBOX and everything, and as a designer, he’s not in a 
box to only design a speaker. He can design whatever he wants. And I’m like, that’s the type of 
expression and freedom that any creative wants. 
 
And as you get really successful at one thing, you start to grow, and you feel like you can do 
more things, and your shoe starts to get a little bit tight. And you do everything you can to get a 
bigger shoe, so you can walk further and run faster. And people are like, now, in this day and 
age, if you don’t believe it, people are like ‘no, Kanye, you can’t run faster. This is the limit that 
was made…the walls that Michael Jackson broke down for you, and Jay-Z and Russell 
Simmons broke down for you, this is the end of it.’ So I’m in the process… 2013, all the 
controversy, blah blah blah…I’m in the process of breaking down walls that people will 
understand ten years from now. Twenty years from now.” 
 
In other words, Kanye’s desire to shape reality is beginning to extend beyond ideas, aesthetics, 
and art into manufacturing, production, supply-chain, and even finance. He’s starting to realize 
that in order to accomplish his goals and dreams for the culture, he’s going to need a lot more 
money and leverage than he currently has— and he already has so much. It’s not enough for 
him to be a celebrity. He has to be a corporation. He has to be Apple or Disney, with all the 
infrastructure and partnerships those identities have access to. 
 
As he says in his BBC interview: 
 
“I’ve reached a point in my life where my Truman Show boat has hit the painting. And I’ve gotten 
to a point that Michael Jackson did not break down.” 
 
The Truman Show metaphor is an apt one: in The Truman Show film, the title character was a 
trapped reality TV star that existed for the entertainment of millions. Everything within his 
specially-designed bubble responds to him instantly, but he has no real power, no real agency. 



 

 

But he doesn’t know this until he tries to venture outside the bubble— until he tries to be more 
than an entertainer. 
 
Kanye wants to be more than an entertainer. An entertainer, from his perspective, is all Michael 
Jackson ever got to be. A groundbreaking entertainer, sure, but Michael didn’t have handle on 
the rudder of cultural innovation the way, say, Walt Disney did. Michael, in many ways, was 
ghettoized as the product, not the producer, and this took a toll on him. Kanye is, at core and 
heart, a producer— someone who collects ideas, aesthetics, solutions, and minds into 
groundbreaking projects. Just take a look at the list of artists that worked on Yeezus and the live 
show associated with it. And now he wants to move from being a producer of art to the producer 
of an entire branded reality, a set of alternatives for the world we live in. 
 
Celebrities are a sort of commodity, a resource of spectacle drawn on to monetize eyeballs and 
attention. They live in an aquarium, a kind of zoo, and we look at them. There’s a difference 
between that and having true agency in culture, design, and technology. It’s about having 
control of the means of production. 
 
This is well illustrated by Kanye’s ambivalent relationship with award shows. During his 
“presidential” VMA rant, he opined: 
 
“I still don’t understand awards shows. I don’t understand how they get five people who worked 
their entire life … sold records, sold concert tickets… to come stand on the carpet and for the 
first time in their life be judged on the chopping block and have the opportunity to be considered 
a loser.” 
 
During Kanye’s own live experiences and projects, he’s creating the container, the lens through 
which people view his work and the work of his creative partners. But he doesn’t produce the 
VMAs. He, and all the other artists there, are just fish in the aquarium, there to interact with one 
another, to create “controversies” and shareable “moments” to boost MTV’s brand capital, 
advertising revenue, and viewership. 
 
At this point, Kanye West is a more powerful cultural force than MTV. Increasingly, selling his 
influence to these spectacles is becoming pointless. Pop stars are beginning to pull away from 
the machine, to become individuals. The Life of Pablo, Kanye’s album after Yeezus, sounds like 
a massive and freeing release after the blinding tension of its predecessor— a gospel record all 
about redemption, ecstatic liberation, joy— but firmly on that higher dimensional plane that 
Yeezus gave Kanye access to. It’s mind-bending music. He’s partnered with Adidas to release  
his fashion line, his fine art credibility has granted him access to do innovative works and 
collaborations all over the globe, and he married the love of his life and had two children. The 
bubble of tension burst, and Kanye moved freely through the culture, expanding his influence, 
rushing like a river, all the way until his mental breakdown following his wife’s mugging and his 
brush with President Trump— maybe the only cultural entity more maddening than Kanye 
himself. This encounter, and the aftermath, holds some sort of mysterious key to the future of 



 

 

our culture, a cipher yet opaque. 
 
So after painting this massive portrait of Kanye, let’s arc back for a moment to Betty Sue 
Flowers’ concept of “destiny”, and what it means to fulfill yours. To review, she called Destiny “a 
connection to a design that is felt as a presence.” 
 
We’ve seen that Kanye is making an effort to reach out beyond himself and connect with the 
surrounding reality. There’s a sort of wave that moves with him through the culture. And— this is 
crucial, in order for us to be realistic— he’s not entirely in control of this wave. 
 
Here, we arrive at the central mystery of pop stardom, the fundamental problem: You can do all 
the things I’ve described in this book, all the building of a brand, an audience relationship, a 
central mythology, and a structure of boundaries— and you can still fundamentally fail at 
catching that wave. Your career can go nowhere. It seems like winning the lottery, or like 
random chance. 
 
Yet here Kanye is— he’s somehow forged himself a career a decade and a half long, and he 
shows no signs of slowing down. His influence is only expanding, despite everyone who raises 
banners against him. He’s still surfing the wave, and we’re increasingly subject to the 
impression that he’s creating that wave himself. That he’s found a way to replicate his results. 
 
Here, we have to deconstruct much of the progress we’ve made in building brand theory over all 
the sections of this book. Kanye is showing us something new, something about how pop stars 
can function in the future that exists one paradigm beyond the careful organizational structures 
we’ve outlined so far. Now we discover that these principles were merely scaffolding. Kanye, the 
pop star of tomorrow, is the building itself, the free expression the scaffolding is meant to 
support, like Beyoncé’s late career. But what is the central, defining characteristic of Kanye’s 
brand? 
 
Dr. Flowers writes: 
 
“Presence is a very particular mystery.  We feel something very specific when we are with 
people who are truly themselves. And then when they are no longer with us, there are times 
when we can feel their presence with us.  So strong – and so specific.” 
 
This sounds like a description of Kanye in particular, and of the power of pop stars in general. 
This is what pop stars are actually selling, providing, and this is why their brands must be 
focused around their personhood, and not around an abstract collection of ideas. The concept 
of “celebrity” is just a mask for a human need— the desire to connect with something or 
someone extraordinary. 
 
This is why, over and over again, we hear legends about encounters with pop stars or 
celebrities— stories about how, even when someone is familiar with an artist’s work, they’re 
“totally bowled over” by being in their “presence.” When we create a moving mythology, and 



 

 

then have the opportunity to connect to the reality at the center of that mythology, the 
experience has the potential to be an incredibly heightened peak moment. We feel alive, 
energized, and aware of the world’s potential in general and our potential in particular. 
 
I felt this when executing the Wedding Project, too: the symbols charged our reality with energy, 
but the reality itself, the central core experience, was shining and ineffable, encountered directly 
and without the veil of ideas or symbols. I can describe the “performance,” the relationship, but 
only those that encountered us directly understood its power. 
 
But this “presence” is a bidirectional phenomenon. If a pop star’s purpose is to provide us with a 
particular, heightened form of presence, they themselves must be radically present too— 
present with themselves, present to the surrounding culture, present in their interactions and 
with their fans. We long, as humans, for pure, unmediated interaction with the extraordinary— 
and if a star is phoning it in, if it doesn’t come from that core light we discussed in the first 
chapter, we can tell. 
 
During the book, we’ve discussed the slow and laborious construction of the chrysalis from 
which a public personality is developed. We’ve talked about becoming present to your inner light 
and the particular energy you have to offer, we’ve talked about developing a creative practice by 
which work or product comes from that energy, and we’ve talked about what it takes to build 
that product into an ongoing, storm-like public conversation that acts as your avatar in the world. 
Then we discussed how to strengthen the integrity of that avatar with outer boundaries and 
inner sustaining structures, to build a cultural superorganism with forward-moving longevity. 
 
But at the end of our discussion of Beyoncé, we discovered a clue to another stage of the 
process. 
 
Beyoncé, after creating the perfect brand, had to, in small but increasingly assertive ways, grow 
beyond that brand. She had to create cracks in her own process in order to remain dynamic. 
She had to take on more responsibility, and to become more vulnerable to, and expressive of, 
her own feelings. 
 
Many stars have these “moments of vulnerability” during their careers, where they achieve a 
heightened sense of immediacy even in the midst of performance. Gaga’s emotional speech 
about herself, as Joe Calderone, was one such moment— through the mediating totem of her 
created male character, she exposed all her frustration and passion for her own singular 
mythology. She verged on breaking through the wall, and simultaneously verged on devouring 
herself. Immediately afterwards she gave one of the most memorable and affecting musical 
performances of her career, clad in a simple white t-shirt. 
 
Presence is a form of self-destruction. Your accumulated past is left behind, and you blot out 
thoughts of your future— you are present. And in this state, you are radically aware of your 
position, powers, and potential for action. Your fears part, and possibilities make themselves 
available, not to your conscious analysis, but to your immediate instincts. This is how great 



 

 

performers know how to move, pose, intone, and interact with the audience spontaneously while 
onstage. 
 
Kanye’s strength, as you may have guessed by now, is that he exists in this state at every 
moment. Or, at least, more frequently than most other performers alive. 
 
Kanye’s brand of “presence,” however, has not been the mellow, peaceful “presence” we 
associate with our western off-brand of eastern spirituality. Kanye achieves his connection to 
the present via aggressive violation, prodding, and a rigorous program of self-disruption. 
 
You can see this when he speaks publicly, and this is one of the things that makes him so 
simultaneously difficult and so riveting to watch. Kanye is always teetering right on the verge of 
destroying the conversation he’s in and his current incarnation of himself. 
 
When he’s talking to Zane Lowe for the BBC, he’s continually taking moments to look inward 
and find genuine responses to the question that was just asked, after which he frequently says 
something unexpected, lateral to the host’s train of thought, or he grabs the reins of the 
conversation and jerks them in an entirely different direction. 
 
When he’s participating in the panel at Cannes Lions with Ben Horowitz and Steve Stoute, the 
social tension is palpable, and the other panelists are consistently on the edge of their seats, 
preparing themselves for whatever Kanye is about to say. 
 
It’s not as if he’s just being rude or talking in non-sequiturs, either. If that’s all he did, he wouldn’t 
get invited to do things like sit on panels at Cannes Lions, one of the biggest creative 
conferences in the world. Instead he expands the conversation, chooses specific threads or 
topics and twists them sideways, adds his own ingredients, pushes them into (as we discussed 
earlier) a sort of higher or broader dimension through his own nervous addiction to disruption. 
 
It’s as if he’s constantly searching for cultural pressure points that he can exploit, ways that he 
can destroy the boring, repetitive, dominant scripts that become so embedded in our 
conversations about culture, product, art, and mass communication. 
 
Nowhere is this total presence more evident than his “presidential” VMA speech. He has nothing 
prepared, or it seems that way. He’s responding in the moment, critiquing and discussing the 
award ceremony he’s at. He pauses frequently during the speech to process his own reactions 
and feelings, and during these pauses the audience only cheers louder. 
 
Van Toffler, the VMA’s executive producer, talked to the press about the immediacy of the 
speech: 
 
“We originally thought Kanye was going to do a medley. Then we thought he was going to not 
do music and talk. Then, about two acts into the show, we thought he would do a couple-song 
medley. This is after the show started.  



 

 

 
Then, about an act before, we found out that he might not do music and just speak—but we had 
to be prepared for both, so we had a track cued up. We were in the truck and we heard this 10 
minutes before he was to accept the award. 
 
…I’m not sure the speech was ready! He didn’t rehearse. I saw him on the red carpet 
beforehand, but he didn’t tell me what direction he was going to go in. We’ve learned to expect 
the unexpected.  
 
Someone from his camp was with us in the truck and he was surprised too. Nobody knew what 
he was going to do—or announce that he was going to run for president. We were all surprised. 
Even Taylor Swift.” 
 
Of course, Kanye’s presidential bid didn’t come completely out of nowhere. During a pause in 
his rousing speech, Pablo Chacon and Stephanie Sifuentes, a couple kids in the pit right in front 
of him, yelled “KANYE FOR PRESIDENT!”  
 
Even there, even with that announcement, pounced on by the entire global media, Kanye was 
just reacting to the moment. He was just being present with his fans.  
 
When you’re capable of being totally spontaneous, while delivering moments that are that 
evocative and riveting, you hold your cultural steering-wheel and your eyes are on the road. 
You’re responding to the culture and the culture is responding to you, right in that moment— 
and that makes you impossible to get ahead of. You are the focal point, the eye the hurricane. 
 
Kanye’s penchant for moment-by-moment self-disruption is evident in his music, too. He was 
extremely close to his mother, and her death had a devastating impact on him. Fueled by those 
feelings, and by his pain over a recent breakup, he recorded 808s and Heartbreak, one of the 
most divisive albums of his career. 
 
Apparently, Kanye felt that in order to express those emotions, he had to sing. There was only 
one problem with this: he can’t sing. He knew he couldn’t sing, too— not well enough to pull off 
the mode of expression he wanted, anyway. This apparently wasn’t enough to stop him; he 
recorded the entire album using auto-tune, in order to smooth and edit his own vocal 
performance. The whole record is filled with high, melancholy, keening notes, characteristic of 
the robotic croon of auto-tune, notes Kanye would’ve been totally incapable of hitting on his 
own. 
 
The public and the media rebelled violently. Up until then, Kanye had been known for his 
rapping and his layered, sped-up soul and gospel samples, a production trick that infected all of 
hip-hop after he popularized it. There was little of that here, just Kanye’s robotic vocals echoing 
over a sparse landscape of deep drums and icy synthesizers. Public tolerance for auto-tune, 
especially obvious auto-tune, was extraordinarily low, and as a consequence almost none of the 
other aspects of the record’s production were discussed. 



 

 

 
Today, critics recognize this album as a turning point for Kanye and for popular music, 
especially hip-hop. He liberated himself from his own sound, destroyed and disrupted his old 
self, and as a consequence found a space of limitless creative freedom that allowed him to 
formulate My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy, widely acknowledged as a masterpiece, and 
Yeezus, which rides the boundaries of experimentation and listenability. With the release of 
808s and Heartbreak, Kanye transitioned from being a rapper and producer with a niche sound 
to a cultural engineer with a limitless palette, and the visual and branding choices that 
accompanied the album argued for his mastery of fashion and design. 
 
In late 2015, seven years after its release, Kanye announced a September show at the 
Hollywood Bowl where he would perform 808s and Heartbreak in its entirety. The massive 
venue sold out immediately. That album, such a source of public confusion upon release, is now 
a classic. 
 
I could keep stacking up examples like this, but you get the point, and probably the pattern, by 
now. Kanye’s method of generating a brand doesn’t just radically depart from some of our staid 
earlier examples— it constantly departs from itself. From Kanye, we can actually expect the 
unexpected; the promised dream of so many blockbuster film trailers, almost never genuinely 
true. His behavior seems like it should make consistent branding impossible. Yet he’s continued 
for fifteen years. At this point, his brand is “dopeness.” If Kanye’s doing it, it’s dope, period. 
 
Kanye, throughout his career, has been obsessed with the Christian Jesus. This figure serves 
as a touch-point and a guiding light for him, clearly just as important as an emotional symbol to 
Kanye as he is as a religious figure. On his classic “Jesus Walks,” he raps: 
 
“I ain’t here to argue about his facial features 
Or here to convert atheists into believers 
I’m just tryna say the way school need teachers 
the way Kathie Lee needed Regis, that’s the way I need Jesus” 
 
Notice that this faith doesn’t stop him from calling himself “a God” on Yeezus. And lest we think 
his faith has waned over his career, Jesus played a prominent role in the starkly designed 
Yeezus live show. 
 
Kanye performed most of the show in beautifully crafted Martin Margiela masks— his face 
covered, obscured in a sort of Vader-like atmosphere of mystery and power. He changes masks 
(and clothes) multiple times during the show, but his face is always covered— up until the 
moment the figure of Christ, an actor playing the savior, appears onstage. The stark white 
mountain at the back of the stage cracks open, Jesus walks out in a shaft of light, and Kanye 
kneels before him and removes his mask. He spends the tiny remainder of the show performing 
with his face showing. 
 



 

 

Clearly Kanye looks at Christ as a symbol of divine ecstasy, but also as a model for his own 
behavior— he’s compared himself to Jesus multiple times. And if the mythic figure of Jesus 
represents anything, he represents creative self-destruction. 
 
The removal of Kanye’s mask during the show is one more act of self-sacrifice. The Jesus of 
legend died and was resurrected; the public’s animosity toward Christ and his own provocative 
brand resulted in his crucifixion, which only made that brand stronger (I have no particular 
commitment to Christianity as a religion, but it’s clearly been an effective brand). Kanye follows 
this formula scrupulously. His entire pop methodology is to continually throw himself, and his 
brand, into the fire. 
 
During the Cannes Lions panel, Kanye was asked what it takes, constitutionally, to survive his 
process of innovation / immolation. 
 
“You have to be able to take the lashes and swim in backlash. I think I get a bad rap for saying ‘I 
can do this, I can do that’…what we are, are the creatives with teeth. So we have the gut 
feeling, and we know that the idea is more important than our personal well-being. That’s the 
reason why, a lot of times, I’ll say things that are not for my personal well-being. Which I think 
is…for people to create for their personal well-being is a very selfish way to create. And you’re 
creating to make your life better as opposed to creating to make everybody’s life better. The 
only thing I think I could be an inspiration to creatives on is…the fact that I get bashed so much, 
but create so much. So it’s just like, just know, if you really want to be a boxer, you’re going to 
get your face beat in constantly. But then you might end up being Mayweather or Ali at the end 
of it.” 
 
This, in a way, is the swindle at the core of this book. I’ve done everything I can to find 
commonalities in the developmental process across pop brands, but if you’re trying to become a 
personality that shifts culture, the final stage of your evolution has to belong entirely to you. And 
you have to, at least figuratively if not literally, be willing to die for it. 
 
Marilyn Manson, in the heyday of his culture-provoking hysteria, made the decision to play Mile 
High Stadium in Denver on his first tour after the Columbine shooting happened. Manson had 
been widely blamed for Columbine in the media, despite his protestation that his personal and 
artistic ethics ran directly contrary to what happened in Littleton. He spoke about the experience 
in an interview: 
 
“When I did that interview for Bowling For Columbine, some people don't realize it was two 
hours before I was to go on stage, and there were so many death threats. I had pretty much 
everyone in my family and my friends tell me, ‘Just don't go on stage because it's Mile High 
Stadium. Someone could just take you out.’ There was not a whole lot that the thirty plain 
clothed police that escorted me to the stage could do about it. It was a matter of me realizing 
that I can't live without doing this. I didn't do anything to these people, and I think I need go 
here, and I need to, you know, be myself, stand up for myself and do what I like to do.” 



 

 

 
Manson risked death because he wanted to play a rock and roll show. 
 
I really can’t emphasize this point enough, and this is one of the most difficult lessons to learn 
when trying to combine the commercial with the creative: in real innovation, there are no 
guarantees. And pop is innovation with stakes. You’re not just trying to create hermetic art that 
appeals only to you or to a small group— pop culture involves broad-spectrum communication, 
often at significant investment. So what Kanye regularly does is no cakewalk. Creating the wave 
he does takes total commitment. 
 
Basically, you have to believe in yourself. Really, really believe in yourself. 
 
You have to love yourself, the way he does. And this comes full circle, all the way back to the 
alchemical marriage we described at the beginning of the book. You have to fall in love with 
yourself, and, through that, you have to fall in love with the world. You have to give yourself to it, 
with no fear, and without looking back. 
 
There is an element, here, of submission, of surrender. Which is strange— Kanye seems like 
such a dominant personality. But when it comes to the dream that’s trying to live through him, 
he offers himself completely. and allows himself no lapse in faith. He jumps into it like a little kid 
jumping into a game. That excitement, that real excitement, the idea that the world can be 
miraculous and filled with possibility, no hesitation and no hidden clauses— that’s what pop is 
all about. 
 
While there are parts of Kanye’s game plan that seem available only to him, that joy is 
something we can all tap into— that pure love for a painting we’re making, or a shirt we’re 
sewing, or a book we’re writing. Uncompromising love, and a total unwillingness to watch our 
dreams die, those dreams that bubble up in our consciousness from who-knows-where. Those 
dreams that take over our bodies so thoroughly that they barely belong to us. 
 
This is where the connection happens between Kanye and the cultural wave that supports him, 
between his body and the surrounding environment. This act of submission is how they become 
one system. It’s an easy dynamic to miss, because his boastfulness (which is just his way of 
encouraging us all to believe in ourselves like he does) can be so distracting. 
 
But he really allows himself no wiggle-room. If he feels the larger system around him needs 
something from him, and he has the power to do it, he does it. He makes himself an open 
conduit for the birth of the new. 
 
The philosopher Martin Buber outlines this paradox: 
 
“The free man is he who wills without arbitrary self-will. 
 



 

 

He believes in destiny, and believes that it stands in need of him. It does not keep him in 
leading-strings, it awaits him, he must go to it, yet does not know where it is to be found. But he 
knows that he must go out with his whole being.  
 
The matter will not turn out according to his decision; but what is to come will come only when 
he decides on what he is able to will. He must sacrifice his puny, unfree will, that is controlled by 
things and instincts, to his grand will, which quits defined for destined being.  
 
Then he intervenes no more, but at the same time does not merely let things happen. He listens 
to what is emerging from himself, to the course of being in the world; not in order to be 
supported by it, but in order to bring it to reality as it desires.” 
 
You don’t get to be safe from all possible reputation harm or brand failure. You don’t get to 
perform perfect risk management. You don’t get to constantly guarantee audience response 
with pre-tested metrics. Kanye’s brand doesn't work like that, because at core, he’s not about 
Branding, but Being. Being is the next step after Branding. And it’s made him the most 
significant single public personality on the planet. 
 
Whether or not the specific ideas Kanye advances in his “motivational speeches” prove 
actionable or accurate over the long term is beside the point. Kanye is already moving on to the 
next idea while you’re figuring out his last one. Kanye is becoming and creating while you’re 
analyzing and measuring. There is no focus group that can keep up with him. 
 
We’ve seen, over the course of this book, repeated instances of patterns being established and 
then broken— the structure of pop songs bent just enough to make them interesting, the allure 
of Disney-princess visuals perverted just enough to make them provocative, brands that 
solidified their structure only to be softened or cracked open. 
 
Imagine this process accelerated, to the point where it’s a blur. Imagine a phoenix that dies and 
rises at such rapid frequency that the flickering shape of death and rebirth becomes the bird 
itself— and there you have Kanye West. Constantly searching for the present, for the disruptive 
moment, for absolute, authentic penetration of reality. Impossible to catch in a net, and on a 
quest from the heart of Pop to take over corporate America and, more importantly, to inspire 
you. Better at pivoting and cultural innovation than any other branded entity. An avatar for the 
undying light. 
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In 2014, an independent online music collective called PC Music fronted a pop star named QT. 
Or was she an energy drink? It was hard to tell. Wikipedia attempts to clear things up:  
 
"Hayden Dunham (born 1988) is an American performance artist known for her musical project 
QT, an initialism for Quinn Thomas. QT is a pop singer portrayed by Dunham who promotes the 
semi-fictitious DrinkQT energy drink. Her debut single ‘Hey QT,’ produced by A. G. Cook and 
Sophie, was released in 2014. 
 
QT is, in effect, a virtual character. The project includes DrinkQT, an ‘energy elixir’ with a design 
by Kim Laughton. The music and drink are intended to be two manifestations of the same 
product. Both have been described as ‘fizzy’ and ‘energetic,’ with Dunham stating that she 
wanted ‘to be able to talk about Hey QT, and have DrinkQT talk about Hey QT, and have Hey 
QT talk about DrinkQT.’ The drink has been distributed at performances, and in May 2015 
DrinkQT was made available for pre-order. Journalist Sasha Geffen described it as tasting ‘like 
Red Bull, only a little more tart.’ Distributing the drink was a source of friction with the Red Bull 
Music Academy's sponsorship of a PC Music show." 
 
Branded linkages between soft drinks and pop stars are nothing new. But this took things 
further— the minds behind the project didn’t see QT the pop star as coming first, or QT the drink 
as coming first. They originated as different facets of the same experience, the same central 
creative energy. 
 
Maybe most crucially, in the beginning, QT the drink wasn’t available for sale. You could only 
get it if you went to an event where QT was performing live; she had stacks of the pink-and-
silver cans surrounding her on the stage as she performed her pulsing, helium-voiced music. 
 
That was a truly bizarre moment in branding. There was a product, there was a pop star, but 
there was no “sponsorship.” There was no deal or effort to move units of the drink via the song, 
or, really, song sales via the drink either (since you could only get the drink at the shows 
anyway). In place of all that, you had a sort of pure experience. You could go to the show, get 
blitzed on the energy drink, and drink QT in through all your senses. 
 
Pitchfork mused: 
 
“…there is something mystical about QT’s quest to become one with her brand identity that 
comes from the same place as pretty much all religious impulses, a desire to transcend the 
constraints of the self and unite with something bigger than ourselves. From that perspective, 
drinking a can of QT might be considered an act of communion, which isn't something that most 
other brands of energy drink can claim. 
 



 

 

The point of the overarching QT project goes far beyond simple merchandising and product 
placement—it’s about reaching a state of ecstatic, transcendent brand synergy, where there is 
no line between QT the performer and QT the product." 
 
Unfortunately, in relatively short order, it was possible to buy the drink— at least in limited 
quantities. 
 
We can all sense it: in that moment, something was lost. The second the drink became an 
actual product that could be purchased, a little of QT’s mystery was drained away. We almost 
never see her kind— a product with no marketing plan, just an experience. Just a connection to 
her personality, a shining pink ladder to the sky. 
 
How strange it must have been to be at those shows, to be enveloped in QT’s pink presence, 
saturated with brand slogans like: 
 
“You are the first and foremost ingredient  
in creating your own recipe for a 
successful and fulfilling state of being.” 
 
…and to be drinking QT at the same time; to have your mouth and body awash in flavors and 
chemicals. To be jumping into the air, propelled by the music and the drink, and by the 
knowledge that this was it. This was the entire experience. You’re in a nucleus of pure style and 
being, with nothing to buy, no higher plateau to reach. This moment is the alpha and the omega, 
and you couldn’t purchase the drink even if you wanted to. Like communion in church, this is the 
only place you get to have that feeling. 
 
Yes, something was lost when the drink went up for sale. But isn’t that just the way things go? 
Don’t these projects eventually need to make money? Isn’t pop really, fundamentally, about 
moving product?  
 
Yet we all understand, intuitively, that the coolest, dopest moment in the QT narrative was that 
moment, the moment where you’re at the show with the drink, but you can’t buy it anywhere. 
That’s where the mystery is the deepest. And that is the other part of pop, the part that’s not 
about moving product. The transcendent part. 
 
In a way, like we discussed at the beginning of this book, it’s about new heavens. Is it really 
possible to divorce the creation of immersive spectacle from capital, resources, money? No, of 
course not. But the moments where we break free, before the tentacles grab us again, those are 
the moments we get to dream. And dreaming beautiful dreams is the point of pop.  
 
The last ten years or so have been an exercise in re-finding our appetite for that moment. Gaga 
yanked mainstream music from the binary 90s idea that spectacle is deceptive, and that drab 
authenticity is solely valid— a transition academia and the art world went through a long time 
ago. Popular culture is finally catching up. So over this decade, a pop vernacular has 



 

 

developed— a language, instead of just a commercial method. A set of textures and images 
that link sexuality, spirituality, and money, glory, drama, and pain into an immersive and living 
landscape. Just like blues and other aesthetic gestalts swept music, pop has swept the 
contemporary era. 
 
Now here we are, at the dawn of the Trump presidency. It’s been a long time since I finished 
this book, even longer since I started it, but the themes and methods I explored have only 
become more and more disturbingly relevant. 
 
It’s clear now that these methods can be used for both good and evil— that Trump’s anti-logic 
campaign, orthogonal to traditional political argument, won the day precisely because of the 
dynamics I talk about, especially in the Miley and Kanye chapters.  
 
It’s not just that we live in a post-factual era. That’s the simple version of the story. What’s really 
happened is, as these pop stars demonstrate, we live in an era where the conversation is taking 
place in gestalts, not in words. Those making linear arguments are getting left behind by those 
who can advance their own conversation with giant, multifaceted cultural gems, impossible to 
digest or break down. 
 
But if there’s comfort to be taken from this horrifying tableau, it’s that Trump is not the only one 
with access to these methods. He’s not the expert. Because if pop stars teach us anything, it’s 
that the old is always supplanted by the new. 
 
Those responsible for QT were young. They were artists. And these kinds of artists are always 
at the forefront of branding and of remaking cultural power. As terrifying as Trump is, he is 
always, slowly, inevitably, falling behind. 
 
In the wake of the Gaga era, so many new artists draw on that same vernacular and toolkit. 
Artists like Grimes, Sky Ferreira, and Lorde are steeped deeply in pop, with one foot in more 
experimental or independent forms of music. They see pop, not as an opportunity to cash in, but 
as a way to use the dominant textures of their culture to build something interesting. They 
genuinely love these addictive sounds and visions, but much of their work is transgressive and 
vulnerable instead of safe and palatable. They’re taking pop’s legacy one step further. 
 
Ferreira’s heroin-soaked aura and bad-girl stare are miles from Britney’s wholesome vamping, 
or even the populist maneuvers of Miley and Gaga. All are motivated by the eternal spirit of 
youthful transgression, but Sky embodies a darkness the others haven’t touched yet, heavily 
influenced by grunge and noise, a black leather jacket with a sonic texture like a shiny golden 
epaulet. Lorde covers aggressive Kanye tracks live and draws on confessional and 
uncomfortable youthful experiences to craft deeply personal songs. Her image is consummate 
loner chic; she is her audience and they are her. These figures almost seem to shrink away 
from the mainstream slightly, to demur from blatantly commercial iconography and instead favor 
of the dank recesses of online cultures like Tumblr. But the hook, the eternal arc of the track and 



 

 

the pulse of the beat, the magic of the brand, are all still there. Dig even deeper and we find acts 
like ASTR, potential top 40 songwriting wizards who deliberately chose a more shadowy path.  
 
Grimes, in particular, is a fascinating project. Claire Boucher made experimental noise music in 
her native Canada, twisting the knobs on her equipment, one of the only modern pop stars 
besides Kanye to start out in music production instead of vocal performance or dance or 
songwriting. Her early work was obscure, misty, reverb-soaked and avant-garde, but shot 
through with the hooks and rhythms she found so addictive. But with Art Angels, she exploded 
into full-on pop stardom. She talks about Grimes, her creative identity, as a pop project, a brand, 
in exactly the same language we use in this book. 
 
“I do think there are a lot of smart pop songs. In fact, a lot of the pop songs that would be 
considered, you know, very vapid, mainstream pop songs, are very smart.” 
 
“Grimes is ultimately a pop project. I consider pop to be music that is, ultimately, extremely 
gratifying. It’s music that just seeks to hit the pleasure center. That’s a huge priority for me with 
music; a lot of music doesn’t do that.” 
 
“It’s weird to expect a performer to also be a producer, I guess. There’s people that produce the 
music, and they’re good at producing; that’s what they do. And then there’s, like, performers. 
And I think that’s a beautiful way to make music. Because that’s like, everyone just doing the 
thing they do best.” 
 
“I mean that’s been a really weird transition, is learning to be a confident, you know, 
outward…like, I’m a pretty introverted person, but I think I was just forced into this situation. I 
mean, basically the second tour I ever did was the Lykke Li tour, which was thousands of 
people every night. And previous to that, the biggest show I’d ever played was like 300 people. 
So I just had to suck it up and do it.” 
 
“And then like, once I started doing it, I mean…it’s been really interesting to me to see how 
much you can actually…just create this…I don’t want to say ‘fantasy’, but you can just…I’m in 
the process of molding reality.” 
 
“I love humanity; I love the way people look. In painting, it’s always portraits. In music I need 
vocals. It’s always just about engaging with…like…a personality, for me. Even with music, I 
think that’s one of the reasons I’m so drawn to pop music, is because it’s so much about the 
personality behind the music, or whatever. And I’m just coming to take great pleasure out of 
building this…branding thing. This idea of what Grimes is, and controlling everything about it, 
and really just being able to…all I do, all day, is just make creative decisions. There’s nothing 
better than that.”  
 
Here we see that the desire to hit the pleasure center, to create an all-consuming pop 
experience, to craft a brand, is no longer just some kind of cold capitalistic ploy. For some, it’s a 
deep passion project, something that lives in the blood. We’ve arrived in an era where the 



 

 

yearnings, rebellions, hates and loves of the young are being expressed through that medium, 
through the brand, through a conscious engagement with the multimedia pop experience that 
reaches beyond commercial interest toward some kind of ultimate personal expression.  
 
It’s also clear now that the ethos of pop is by nature not a conservative ethos. Thanks to Gaga, 
Kanye, Grimes, Miley, Beyonce, and the rest, pop is queer, cybernetic, and progressive. How 
could it be otherwise? Rebellion is part of the program. Halsey’s a Gen Z pop star par 
excellence, and in the rousing first track of her album Badlands, the chorus rings: 
 
“You can’t wake up, 
This is not a dream. 
You’re part of the machine, 
You are not a human being. 
With your face all made up, living on a screen— 
Low on self esteem, so you run on gasoline.” 
 
The kids are always going to chafe against the old operating system, and they’ve got the energy 
to formulate ways of living that will make the conservative paradigm obsolete. This isn’t a wish 
so much as an inevitability. It’s the story of our history. Every time, the hedonistic productions of 
culture have eventually proven more enticing than the security of regressive, fearful fascism. 
Over and over, we’re torn from our terrified armor by the white-hot claws of the culture’s youthful 
rebels, in the case of rock and roll, in the case of hip-hop, now in the case of pop. 
 
Lorde, with her forthcoming second album, is probably next up at bat as the pop voice of the 
youth. Smart, genuine, emotive, and determined, she injects bookish intellect and introvert cred 
into the pop equation. There’s very little excess spectacle involved, she is who she is. But even 
Lorde’s realness is a conduit for fresh, exultant pop optimism: 
 
“...But I hear sounds in my mind. 
Brand new sounds in my mind. 
But honey, I'll be seein' you wherever I go. 
But honey, I'll be seein' you down every road... 
I'm waiting for it, that green light, I want it! 
 
'Cause honey I'll come get my things, but I can't let go... 
I'm waiting for it, that green light, I want it! 
Oh, I wish I could get my things and just let go... 
I'm waiting for it, that green light, I want it!” 
 
The song is about a breakup. This should be a sad story. But there’s this moment, after every 
breakup, where we suddenly wake up and see that our life is continuing instead of collapsing. 
The sun is still shining, the birds are still chirping, and we’re still breathing air, and eating food. 
So we go for a run through the morning streets and everything begins again. We’re anxiously 
waiting for our green light, our starting gun, our signal to go, even after our deepest tragedies. 



 

 

Once we wake from the sleep of that inner death, the future is totally open. 
 
In the video Lorde dances through the streets around McArthur Park, she stomps in time to a 
piano, she twirls and stretches for the heavens on grainy 16mm film, a lost artifact of our re-
emerging power, a reminder that our inner legend never dies. 
 
The world can be difficult and oppressive. But by the nature of pop, and therefore human 
nature, we’re fitfully destined never to learn our place or quiet down. 
 
We jump, over and over again, toward that heaven, and we fall back to earth. None of us can be 
young and beautiful or cool and stylish forever. None of us can totally escape the chains of our 
material needs— we need money, we need shelter, we need to eat. We participate in patterns 
of social etiquette that restrict us just as surely as they lubricate our lives and interactions.  
 
But for brief moments, when we do exactly the wrong thing at exactly the right time, and violate 
the culture the way it wants to be violated, we experience a moment of dopeness. We find that 
instant where you couldn’t buy QT-the-drink anywhere, where the dream of the teenaged heart 
is alive, where we crawl out of the morass of rules and needs into something truly fulfilling and 
beyond, where we shine like bright stars, totally complete. 
 
The young have the energy to seek this moment tirelessly, so the young will always be our 
guides into pop, no matter what form it takes. Thank goodness for that— they’ll always arrive to 
destroy our old, tired systems, and they’ll find new ways to have fun. The script of heroic 
rebellion will never leave their mouths, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, we can 
always trust in pop. 
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