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AUTHOR’S NOTE

​


Shelf Life

 


 


This is not the first time Justin Bieber and I
have crossed swords in a book. In my 2010 biography, Justin
Bieber: The Fever, it was your basic rags to riches, feel good
story. It was Justin Mach 1, the young innocent finding an audience
along the viral superhighway, getting discovered, having hits, and
becoming the preeminent pre-teen idol of the civilized and
not-so-civilized world. Yes, we all love happy endings. But please!
A bit of a struggle? A song that did not go immediately to number
one? A bad hair day? Well, you get the picture. It should not have
been that easy.

But even the most cold hearted pop culture
observer had to marvel at the confluence of luck, timing, a modicum
of talent, and the never ending desire of pre-teen girls have a
flesh and blood icon to hang their initial romantic fantasies on,
along with the pictures tacked and taped onto to bedroom walls and
in school notebooks. For them, Justin Bieber was refreshingly and
amazingly new and hopeful.

But in the world of popular music, the rise of
Justin Bieber was, in reality, nothing new. There have been teen
idols since the first pre-pubescent girl crawled out of a
prehistoric cave and marveled at the well muscled Neanderthal
taking down a mammoth. Okay, maybe not that far back. But the
presence of teen idols has been around since there was film and
music. It did not just start in the 1950s with Fabian and Bobby
Rydell, and later The Bealtes and Shaun Cassidy. Ask your parents
and watch as the mention of Sinatra brings a gleam to their eyes.
Every generation has had its totem, the flesh and blood
personification of their hopes and dreams.

But don’t just take my word for it. Just throw
your search engine into overdrive for “teen idols” and then step
back quickly to avoid the deluge.Teen idols have always been around
and they’ve always been a safe bet. Fantasy has never gone out of
style. And it’s good business, especially if you are of a mind to
play the quick strike.

They did not call it a brand back then. But the
set up was essentially the same template that Justin, Carley Rae,
One Direction, et al. are rolling with today. Flood the world with
product, lots of it. A record every couple of months if you could
swing it. A movie when the records begin to flag. And as a last
gasp? A television series that would most likely add a year onto
your sell-by date. Endorse everything you can and, yes, get as much
as you can, and make sure the check clears. Because one thing has
remained remarkably consistent through the history of hero worship
among the teen set: Teen idols don’t last very long.

Because the reality is that the very people who
flocked to you are also the most fickle when it comes to the Gods
they bow down to. Real life gets in the way—jobs, marriage,
families are the landmines that those looking for a long run step
on. So is the fact that tastes change, new heroes come along, and
horses get switched in midstream. Being a teen idol is a blood
sport.

Three years has always been considered a good
run before their shelf-life expired and sent these teen idols onto
more mature careers, if they were lucky, or obscurity if they were
not.

Which brings us back to Justin Bieber. And, by
association, this book.

I was in the middle on writing another Justin
Bieber book. Another tome on the perks and advantages of having
everything going your way did not seem like much fun to write or
for fans to read. Nor did the idea of a book that chronicled his
long predicted, and let’s be honest, hoped for in many quarters
decline and fall. Yeah, I know a lot of you wanted that. Well,
sorry, this isn’t that kind of book either. At least not by
design.

But I’m not going to lie to you and say I
wasn’t expecting “The Bieb” to stub his toe in some way. It’s in
the genes. It’s in the hormones. A young boy surrounded by millions
of young girls? An entourage of people that only knows the word
yes? The potential for something un-teen idol-like seemed a sure
bet. So how does one handle Justin Bieber: Phase II?

That’s when it hit me.

Justin is turning eighteen. Legally he was now
an adult with the license to get into all kinds of trouble and
spend all kinds of money. Or, on the other hand, thrive and
prosper. What would he do? How would he react? Would he take full
advantage of the countless millions of girls who wanted to jump his
bones? Or remain true to Selena Gomez, a relationship that was
manna from heaven for the Seventeen and Tiger Beat
sets, that had gone on longer than anybody expected. Would he
remain true to his squeaky clean image? Would his music, with a
reported now more adult spin, destroy his career or take it into an
even higher level of success?

A year in the life of the now adult Justin
Bieber. A month by month breakdown of what The Bieb was up to in
his first full year as an adult. An odyssey that would end when he
turned nineteen and was off on whatever adventure he would be up to
at that point.

Assuming he had the moxie and wherewithal to
survive in the rough and tumble world that is suddenly being an
adult.

It would not be an easy task. By the time the
deal for this book came together, Justin had already turned
eighteen and was off and running. So there was some catching up to
do. The one thing that made piecing the year in the life of The
Bieb together was that the insane media coverage he received as a
teen star seemed to only increase with adulthood. There was always
a camera in his face. If he breathed, the tabloids were all over
it, taking his pop culture pulse and spitting it out to the world
in breathless headlines. And Justin’s insane habit of tweeting at
the drop of a hat took care of the rest.

And from the outset, it was a given that the
media coverage was to be of two distinct camps. There were the teen
mag softball journalists and website chroniclers who, despite
Justin’s insistence that he was now an adult and on to bigger and
better things, continued to treat him like the pop star he had
been, caught in a bubble of pre-teen girls’ own making. In that
sense, Justin would continue to get a free pass. But then there was
the other side; the paparazzi led, foaming at the mouth rabid
tabloids that were quick on the trigger to embarrass, exploit, and
ultimately tear him down to size. Because, in all honesty, that’s
the way pop culture works. They build you up to God-like
proportions and then turn right around and grind you into
dust.

And if it were the latter, there would most
certainly be collateral damage. Justin’s family would inevitably
come under similar scrutiny, and in some cases with good reason.
Being from humble surroundings, the temptation would be there to
ride his coattails and, yes, get in on the action. Justin in the
spotlight 24/7 is a lot to digest. Watching his parents, friends,
and assorted hangers on scrambling for the crumbs of notoriety left
in his wake would just be sad.

This was the high-wire Justin would traverse
during his first year as an adult. Could he handle it all and keep
his sanity?

And then there was the business at hand. The
music. Justin appeared to be growing into an agreeable workaholic
as he aged. Somebody who was easily inclined to do what needed to
be done. Another album? Sure. A tour that was growing almost daily
and was threatening to go into a second nonstop year? Was he
Superman? Or would touring seemingly forever be his
Kryptonite?

This is a whole lot for one person to deal with
in the course of a year. And to limit the superstar’s growth spurt
to a year is too shortsighted and does not respect the process.
Quite simply, it takes more than a year to find maturity and a
sense of balance. It can take many years, many decades, and maybe
forever, because adulthood and maturity is by design a slippery
eel. It takes a lot to hang on to the end.

As chronicled in Legally Bieber, it is
still too close to call. Get back to me in a few more years. There
will most certainly be another book and more stories to tell.
Justin will thrive, prosper, and defy the odds. Or we will be
witness to his decline and fall.

Only to be replaced by the next big
thing.

Marc Shapiro

April 2013
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Justin Bieber had been working hard.

You could see it in that seemingly airbrushed
youthful face; now more often than not marked by bags under his
eyes and the often mechanical, frighteningly rote way in which he
answered the literal tidal wave of interview questions he had
logged in three-plus years in the spotlight. The countless
promotional campaigns. The faces of young, adoring girls who
blurred into one screaming cry of adoration and emotion a long time
ago. The literally hundreds of thousands of air miles logged. He
had run through enough airports, being pursued by obsessed fans
until he knew every airport exit by heart. The endless stream of
live performances. The indignity of having to submit to a DNA test
to prove that a much older woman’s claim that he had fathered her
child was false. And the girls. Always the screaming, crying,
frantic girls who wanted a piece of him. Figuratively and
literally.

“Yeah,” Justin said in a bit of
understatement with V magazine. “I’m tired.”

And currently there was the grind that was the
work at hand.

Not that everything was being done with the
almighty dollar in mind. Justin was always on the look out for
something that would tickle his creative fancy, be it a small
one-off project or a collaboration done just for the fun of it. He
took a fun sidestep in February when he popped into the studio to
do some support vocals to a song entitled “Live My Life” by the
dance group Far East Movement. It was a chance to work with cool
people on a cool, no frills dance cut. Over the past few years,
there had been a handful of moments like that one.

But for the most part it was serious business.
And Justin Bieber had become a business predicated on the bottom
line. Decisions, whether made by Justin or unilaterally by his
management and marketing teams, were distinguished by maddening
tunnel vision directed at making Justin the richest eighteen
year-old on the planet.

Since late in 2011, the singer had been hard at
work on his third studio album, Believe, and, by design, it was not
what people would be expecting. Third albums have historically been
dicey propositions, especially in the world of teen idols. Third
albums were the moment when lesser talents with perhaps lesser
ambitions trotted out more of the same in an attempt to get another
year in the limelight. But a third album for Justin had not been an
indication that his days were numbered. From the beginning, Justin
had been thinking long term and it was going to be reflected in
Believe.

Oh, there were some of the tried and true
pre-teen flavored love songs and dance numbers. But those who were
privy to the songwriting and recording sessions knew that there was
something different afoot.

In his delivery and the basic song structures,
much of Believe had a transitional vibe. Within the limitation of
his pre-packaged pop stylings, Justin was trying for something a
bit more mature and, yes, worldly. More attention was being paid to
the selection of material. Justin was casting a stronger critical
eye to lyric, message, and music. It was as if the singer and those
who had guided his career had decided it was time to take the first
creative steps toward being an adult.

Justin was also using the occasion of the
Believe album to show the world that he was now working with some
“heavy hitters.” No lesser lights than Ludacris, Nicki Minaj,
Drake, and Lil Twist all had hands in various Believe tracks. And
Justin was nothing if not an apt pupil, learning from these
established, albeit still relatively young, stars, just what went
into the music and personality of somebody who had come up
differently and had already spent some time at the top. And those
stars were more than willing to teach.

Creatively, Justin was reportedly on fire.
Justin, along with a literal who’s who of the pop songwriting and
producing fraternity, were churning out songs at an amazing clip.
And there was no filler in the bunch. Just plain Grade-A prime.
According to sources, there were enough viable songs at hand that
Believe could have easily gone out as a two-disc set. Fortunately
cooler economic heads decided it was better to save something for
later. But one thing was certain: In the world of Justin Bieber,
nothing went by the wayside and there would always be a
later.

Because after three years of playing quite
successfully in the pre-teen pop music world, Justin Bieber was now
mere weeks away from officially becoming an adult. On March 1,
2012, Justin Bieber would turn eighteen.

And the whole world would be watching and
waiting. Because a lot can happen when you’re a pop star who
suddenly is legal. Where to begin.

Well, money is a good place.

Thanks to the Coogan Law (a groundbreaking law
enacted in the name of actor Jackie Coogan to protect child stars
from being taken advantage of financially), fifteen percent of
everything Justin has made since he burst upon the pre-teen scene
has gone into a private bank account that only he can access once
he comes of age. Up until now, Justin has been on a fairly tight
financial leash. His mother has reportedly put him on a strict
allowance, a generous one to be sure, but an allowance just the
same. But now Justin will have the key to the estimated $100
million in accrued earnings. And nobody will be able to tell him
how to spend it.

Which leads us down a historically damaged path
of suddenly-legal pop idols and a whole lot of money. The names of
those who gave up stardom and potential for an E! True
Hollywood Story crash and burn are endless. You know who
they are. Names are not necessary. But we’ve all caught their act,
hanging by their fingers in bad B movies, worse reality television
shows, and, most embarrassing, hawking memories of past glories at
celebrity autograph conventions. The equation has been tragically
simple: money and immaturity equals substance problems, bad
relationships, and all manner of reckless abandon that often ends
with a public mea culpa on Oprah’s couch or a tell all book
on how they flushed their lives.

But ultimately, the worst part about pop stars
turning eighteen is that the phone, literally and figuratively,
often stops ringing. Pop stars are notorious for falling out of
favor with their often fickle fans. A three-year run for a teen
idol is considered a pretty good run. Then it’s change or die.
Transition into a well-rounded adult performer, capable of mighty
things, or its next stop, the nostalgia circuit. To be fair, some
of the teen stars were able to change with the times. Others could
not.

And Lord knows nobody wants to envision the
nightmare of a forty- year-old Justin Bieber singing the hits that
made him famous when he was fifteen.

But whatever the fickle nature of teen stardom
had in store, in the short term there was still money to be made on
the back of a teen idol who was flirting with adulthood. Midway
through February, HarperCollins inked a deal that would have Justin
releasing a second and, predictably quite expensive, photo book
entitled Justin Bieber: Just Getting Started, which would
chronicle, in punchy, limited prose his memories of touring the
world and recording Believe for a September release. Two books by
somebody who had not yet turned eighteen seemed laughable. Until
one realized that there was a tradition with teen idols of grabbing
at every opportunity before what most observers believed would be
the inevitable crash.

But Justin was no ordinary teen star, plucked
from obscurity for a short, successful run before flaming out.
While still a kid, he had some street smarts and, when coupled with
his management’s determination to make him a mogul as well, he was
quickly grasping the dollars and cents of the game he was playing.
This became quite evident in January 2012 when, on a Canadian
holiday with girlfriend Selena Gomez, they became hypnotized by a
catchy pop ditty, Call Me Maybe by Carly Rae Jepson, that
was a constant on Toronto pop stations. Justin instinctively saw
the business side to the little-known singer who was beginning to
make waves in Canada but was a literal unknown most everywhere
else. It was not long before Jepsen, on the recommendation of
Justin, became his first artist signing when he arranged for the
teen singer to sign a worldwide distribution deal with his manager
Scooter Braun’s Schoolboy Records. For his efforts, The New
Yorker reported that Justin would reportedly get fifty percent
of Jepsen’s stateside earnings. Not bad for a pop idol who was yet
to turn eighteen.

The consensus was that if Justin woke up one
morning and suddenly decided to pack it in, he would never have to
work another day in his life. A lot of teen idols were faced with
that decision over the years and many chose to cash out while they
could. Justin had no intention of becoming a fat and sassy retiree
at the age of eighteen. The money was part of it and, in all
candor, the money after three years still seemed
limitless.

But then there was the spotlight. In his short
time in the public eye, Justin liked the notion of being the
flashpoint for millions of young girls’ fantasies and an ever
inquiring press that lived on his every word. The celebrity hook
had been dangled in front of his eyes, and for better or worse,
Justin had taken the bait.

Justin seemed well aware of the necessity to
grow in the business of music. During a September 2012 interview
with Ryan Seacrest for the NBC television program Rock
Center, he said, “I feel like I have more responsibilities in
different aspects of my life. I’m much more involved with the
business side of my music.”

Justin’s managers and assorted handlers were
well aware of the consequences of their charge coming of legal age.
Unlike those who have dumped their celebrity charges at the first
sign of a fickle public, Justin’s people seemed hell-bent on
keeping their superstar in the public eye well past the usual
pre-teen expiration date. They had a hint that Justin was indeed
maturing the year previous when his voice suddenly, and very
dramatically, changed for all the world to witness. His first real
girlfriend, fellow teen heartthrob Selena Gomez, was another sign
that The Bieb was getting older. He has admitted to shaving of late
and his manager has said in Vibe that the transition from
child star to young adult will truly be complete when “we can get
him to start pulling up his pants.”

But only by small measures. His notorious short
attention span has continued and is obvious as he has grown. If he
has a world view, it seems largely forced and tied to his
perception of himself as “The Great White Rapper.” The reality is
that Justin has been largely isolated since he burst upon the
scene. If he wasn’t in the studio, he was on an endless tour or
promotional campaign. He was experiencing a lot but, in a large
sense he wasn’t.

The idol of millions of young girls had never
had a girlfriend until Selena came along, let alone a real social
life. He was around adults almost all his waking hours, adults that
were telling him what to do and where to be. Chronologically Justin
was about to turn eighteen, but those who looked at such things in
a developmental and maturity way could make a case for Justin still
being ten.

He has always thought of himself as a
legitimate artist but as he has inched toward eighteen, the word
“brand” has become a big part of his vocabulary; something his
handlers have worked very hard to ensure. But there has been more
to the manufacturing of Justin Bieber 2.0: The Adult.

At first it was just subtle bits of tinkering.
They suggested a hairstyle that was more slick backed and mature
than the in-your-face bangs that got him there. His publicist has
taken to exaggerating his height at 5’9”, when it is obvious that
he is close to a foot shorter. It would have been easy to trot out
more of the same with his latest album, Believe. However, in
retrospect Believe was a slow, measured process with a more mature
songwriting process that played up Justin’s now earnest young adult
vocals. There was always the notion that Justin’s audience, who had
obviously grown up with him, would flock to the new effort because
of their undying loyalty. But lurking just around the corner was a
new audience to hopefully capture and ensure a much longer
run.
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