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Author’s Notes

 The Next Big
Thing

 


Pop culture has always been about the next big thing.
Quite simply, it’s the nature of the beast.

Talented creatives come out of nowhere, establish
themselves in the public consciousness, creatively or otherwise,
and then rise to whatever level of popularity or notoriety the
fates have in store for them. The creatives then either flame out
and disappear, or became grizzled veterans of stardom, destined for
a decent run on the charts, the movies, on television screens or,
yes, between the covers of best-selling books.

At the end of the day, it’s all the luck of the
draw, with a whole lot of talent, grit and determination thrown in
for good measure. If you’ve got all those traits on your side and
the gods are smiling, then you’ve got a shot

Those who have been around this cycle for any length
of time swear up and down that the average life span of ‘The Next
Big Thing’ is about three years. It’s usually at that point that
fans’ minds wander, creative attitudes begin to change and
real-life issues for come into play for both ‘The Next Big Thing’
and their audience. There are countless examples of performances of
‘Here Today, Gone Tomorrow’, especially in the checkered history of
manufactured pop music where ‘one hit wonders’ are part of the
landscape.

You’ve seen a lot of so-called manufactured
superstars come and go in the 60’s. Take Bobby Sherman for
instance; a fairly low-profile actor making his way in Hollywood,
but, after success in a short-run television series called Here
Comes The Brides, the actor was suddenly the flavor of the
moment and was shoe-horned into a pre-fab pop star career that
served up a handful of semi-successful singles (“Julie Do You Love
Me?” and “Easy Come, Easy Go”) and a lot of touring over a
three-year period. The intended audience quickly lost interest when
Here Comes the Brides was cancelled and Sherman disappeared
into the pop culture ether, living the later part of his life as a
paramedic and a police officer.

The Partridge Family, a made-up band for a TV show,
was somewhat cut from the same cloth, but the second life of the
group was a bit more successful, as the show’s actors were
marginally talented musicians. The Partridge Family
recorded hit albums and singles (“I Think I Love You”) and would
tour when the show of the same name was not in production. Once the
show ran its course, the demise of The Partridge Family band
followed shortly, with the exception of the show’s most viable
musician, David Cassidy, who would go on to mine a respectable
career in the teeny bop recording and touring arenas.

Then there was The Monkees, a
made-for-TV band partially modeled after the early
Beatles. The Monkees, the real live off shoot of the
fictional television series band, probably had the most success,
thanks, in large part to the genius songwriting talents of Tommy
Boyce and Bobby Hart. The band released a number of massive hit
records during the life of the show and after (“Daydream Believer,”
“I’m a Believer,” “Last Train to Clarksville” and “Pleasant Valley
Sunday”). Likewise, the cycle ended with the cancellation of
the TV series, but their catchy pop tunes have survived the decades
on classic rock radio and occasional concerts by the surviving
members.

The history lesson is over. But as you can see,
there has always been a method to this madness, especially when it
comes to enterprising producers and business types who are quite
happy to capitalize on the always mercurial teen market.

Bottom line, pop idols are born, live and die on the
wings of fate, timing and a whole lot of elements in the universe
that they cannot truly control. Many are around so fleetingly that
journalists, authors and chroniclers usually don’t get on board
‘The Next Big Thing’ before it’s already time to get onto the next
big thing waiting in the wings. Timing is everything in this
business. None of this is meant to denigrate the system. It’s not
good or bad. It’s just the way things work when you’re attempting
to catch lightning in a bottle.

Which is why I was glad to get the opportunity to
follow the odyssey of Korean K-Pop stars BTS early on their rise
with Burn the Stage: The Rise of BTS and Korean Boy Bands.
This feisty group of South Korean pop stars were born of an age-old
music adage; take complete unknowns, mold them, shape them, polish
them and out pops performers totally into performing in a niche
that needs to be filled.

The target audience is, more often than not, young
teenage girls, the vehicle easy to digest, songs with simple lyrics
and direct messages, all set to an easy-to-follow instrumental
beat. The messengers, cute, charismatic young boys who tug at the
heartstrings and the fantasies of girls dreaming of first
boyfriends and first love that is driven by the fan magazines (and,
in this case, the Internet) and the willingness to say yes to
everything in the name of pop music stardom. Something that the
members of BTS seem to have in spades. Make no mistake, being pop
music idols is hard work and it has helped that the members of BTS
have been more than willing to take the ride.

The history of BTS is being measured in years, but
not many at this point. The three-year cycle is coming to a head,
but what makes BTS (aka The Bangtan Boys) something
different? Their career at this point has been more measured and,
by degrees, less frantic. Their rise to pop stardom has been a
gradual ascension. First, South Korea, then Asia, then Europe and
finally, in 2018, the group is shouldering their way into the
United States on the strength of their hit records and seemingly
non-stop touring.

So, I saw this as a chance to follow the bouncing
ball and to show exactly what goes into making a modern-day pop
group, how BTS found their way to stardom and how the band was
born. In a way this is like American Idol and, in a way,
it’s a sterling example of how creativity and business can join
forces to spit out something new, exciting and, as future
historians will debate, a legitimate by-product of the times.

I know there are probably cynics out there who would
roll their eyes at the prospect of anybody spending a lot of hours
on something that would appear so trivial. To those I would say,
you’re missing the boat. BTS and all it encompasses is an important
milestone in a person’s life, be they young or old. It ignites the
passion and potential in an often stagnant world and brings smiles
and a sense of hope and happiness. If we’re being honest, we’ve all
experienced such moments. A favorite band. A first kiss or
relationship. Emotionally and psychologically, we’ve all had
moments that have put us fully in the driver’s seat of life.

Actual research into this group would be a
challenge. The vast majority of coverage of BTS, especially
in their formative years, was generated overseas and, largely, in
Korea and in the Korean language. But thanks to my computer’s
trusty translation device, I was able to pull much of the band’s
earliest memories and anecdotes into the English-speaking world.
This being a teen band, there was also the matter of the journalism
surrounding BTS being largely on a Tiger Beat and Teen
Vogue level, lots of “what is your favorite color?” and “what
do you look for in a girl?” inquiries. But all the inherent puffery
aside, the members of BTS were nothing if not serious about
their lives and career and it would show with regularity in deep
insights and anecdotes. While the members of BTS have been
well-rehearsed, they’ve also been allowed the freedom to speak
their minds.

And it was with a bit more mature attitude in mind
that I hoped to raise the bar a few notches. There is plenty of
material for fans, the bits and pieces of the pop star life, the
things that most people would think are ultimately inconsequential
but to diehard fans are the Holy Grail of knowledge. But lurking in
the shadows of BTS and K-Pop is a well-defined history and business
acumen that are equally enlightening (some possibly less than
glamorous things that ultimately make a BTS possible). Look out for
those moments and savor them as well.

Will the readers of Burn the Stage: The Rise of
BTS and Korean Boy Bands get it? I believe so, because part of
being hip and cool is also about being observant, curious and
everything that goes along with figuring out life, be it pop stars
or equally important things about the future.

K-Pop, the style of music that has spawned BTS, has
been around a while and this book covers its history. This book
also has the personal and professional insights into individuals
who have come together to make the BTS whole. Creating a BTS in the
modern world had its own set of challenges and hurdles and, you
will glimpse how that works.

At the end of the day, Burn the Stage: The Rise
of BTS and Korean Boy Bands is, finally, pop culture of 2018
observed through a lens of change, and, in the hearts of the very
young, the souls of hopes, dreams and fantasies. Welcome to ‘The
Next Big Thing.’ Long may it reign.

 


Marc Shapiro

2018


Introduction

 Too Cool

 


Downtown Los Angeles can be like a ghost town in the
morning.

The expected traffic snarl of people driving to work
has not yet reached its peak, with only a smattering of car noises
echoing through the concrete jungle of high-rise buildings that
reach, literally, to the sky. Trash trucks on their early appointed
rounds and store owners pulling back iron grates and opening their
shops pass for activity in the early morning hours as the sun
begins its ascent through the overcast. All is calm in downtown Los
Angeles on September 5, 2018.

Everywhere except the Staples Center, where the BTS
“Army”— the name given to the fanatic followers of the South Korean
pop stars— is out in full force as they await the first show and
the official unveiling of the first BTS US tour. This is not the
first time that fans have lined up for hours before a show they
just had to see. We’ve all seen the videos enraptured fans of
Elvis, The Beatles, Justin Bieber and an endless number of
entertainers who had played live in the ‘City of Angels.’ But this
being BTS, the vibe was decidedly different.

One could sense an aura of excitement, exuberance
and a rush of youthful expectation as the crowd snaked out from the
Staples Center, down Pico Boulevard and around the LA Live
entertainment complex, easily numbering in the thousands. Those
standing in line were primarily young teen girls, an ethnically
diverse group, whose expectations and dreams of seeing a live
concert by their emotional and musical crushes were about to be
fulfilled. And they had pulled out all the stops to make their
dreams come true.

As television reporters swooped in, cameras and
microphones at the ready to capture the excitement, they were
greeted with screams of enthusiasm and the occasional tears as
those lined up to tell the lengths they had gone through to get in
line early and to get the coveted tickets. One girl proudly
exclaimed that she had been camping outside the Staples Center for
more than 24 hours to secure a place at the front of the line.
Another said she had quit her job in order to see all of the Los
Angeles shows. The group’s Los Angeles shows had long since sold
out but the rumor along the line was that the first 100 people in
line would receive a wristband that would gain the concert goers
access to a special ‘pit’ area in front of the stage and in close
proximity to the group. That was all the young teens needed to
hear.

One girl, jumping up and down in anticipation and
excitement, told a television news reporter, “I’m so nervous and
excited at the same time! I can’t wait to see them! I’m hoping I
can be so close to them!”

The doors to the Staples Center concert arena would
be opening in two and a half hours. Thousands of teenagers could
hardly wait. The first date of a month-long US tour would begin
shortly and end, thousands of miles and many months later on
October 6, 2018 in a massive New York baseball stadium, much like
The Beatles did some decades earlier. For BTS, the tour was
significant. It was the beginning of a long march and the final
step in completing world domination.

The five-year reign of BTS (whose members are RM,
J-Hope, Suga, Jin, Jimin, V and Jungkook) in other parts of the
world had finally found its way to the United States in 2017 when
an extensive publicity and media blitz, coupled with the band
members beginning to work with more established music stars like
The Chainsmokers and Steve Aoki, finally resulted in America’s
early acceptance of BTS’s music.

The first indication that BTS was making inroads
into America’s music consciousness came in September, 2017 when
their album Love Yourself: Her became the first Korean
language album to enter the Billboard 200 album
chart. Around that time, the group’s single “DNA” would join the
march on US sensibilities when it reached No. 67 on the
Billboard Hot 100 singles charts, the highest position on
that chart for a K-Pop group. By December 2017, a second BTS
single, “Mic Drop”, would debut on the Billboard Hot 100
chart at No. 28.

In May, 2018, BTS would make history when their
album Love Yourself: Tear would top the Billboard
album chart. By September, the group would duplicate that feat when
their next album, Love Yourself: Answer would also
capture the top spot on the Billboard album chart.

And one thing had become certain in the years
leading up to the conquest of America. The members of BTS were not
stereotypical pop stars, literal puppets on a corporate string.
They had grown to become quite savvy in the business side of what
they were doing. A trait typified by an interview band member RM
did with the all-business all the time Forbes Magazine in
which he reflected on the importance of their US breakthrough with
the album Love Yourself: Her.

“I think we’re always doing something for teenagers
and youngsters,” he said. “BTS originally performed itself as a
socially conscious band. We always wanted to sell our performances.
I think what makes this album really special is that it is a real
turning point for us. It has a new concept, to love yourself, and I
think fans are really reacting to it. The music is trendier. So I
think our history, the music and the new concept has maxed this
time. Everything was perfect so the Billboard thing could
happen.”

But RM acknowledged that BTS, in their wildest
imagination, could not have predicted the success the group was
having in America. “It’s still like we’re dreaming. The
Billboard 200 Top Ten is not something that I thought we could
achieve. I feel like we are so lucky and so grateful to the
fans.”

The sold-out crowd at the Staples Center was boiling
over with anticipation. Opening nights of a lengthy tour are like
that, for the audience and performers alike. For most of those in
the audience this was their first chance to witness BTS live.
Whatever the big reveal would be, the adrenaline was surging at
whatever was about to take place.

Suddenly there was a flickering of lights, a loud
wash of music and the members of BTS raced onto the stage. Screams
beyond mere decibels erupted and echoed around the cavernous arena.
The BTS Army was on the march and their generals were ready for
action.

The choreography was flawless, a polished
well-rehearsed counterpoint to the vocal harmonies that ran
staccato lines of emotion around each song. From the first song,
there was something musically for every taste, swinging rhythm
& blues mixed and meshed into waves of spirited club music,
pile-driving pop and hip hop and more than a smattering of emo. The
ballads were pure, thoughtful and direct in extolling the virtues
of independence and freedom that captured those young at heart and
innocent in nature. The hip hop songs came across as a restrained
heathenism, with messages that were daring yet not crossing any
pre-conceived line.

Even those who may well have seen it all before, the
polished stance of boy bands past, present and future, a bit of
‘N’Sync, a touch of The Jonas Bros and the implied innocence and
naughty nature of The Jackson 5, had to admit that there was
something quite different going on this night. This was a
presentation that defied preconceived notions. The group’s style
and the way they presented themselves and their songs was something
exciting and new.

The theatrics of it all, which saw the group
switching in and out of costumes, everything from black and gold
matador costumes, frilly white blouses and baggy tracksuits, were
seemingly of the moment, seemingly spontaneous and appropriate to
the songs. This was a concert dialed in to a generation raised on
technology, social media and the concept of immediate, spontaneous
gratification. And for them, BTS had gotten it right.

At one point in the show, the members of BTS,
seemingly overcome with emotion of the moment, stood at stage
center, smiling as the crowd roaring out their adulation, grateful
for the experience.

And so was BTS.


Chapter One

 Before There Was BTS

 


History shows that BTS is only the latest incarnation
of K-Pop. How far back one wants to go back to the true roots of
the Korean form depends on how hard one wants to work. Some point
to the song “Gangnam Style” as a jumping off point for the
emergence of K-Pop as a modern at-large fixture in the
international pop music world. But to get to the true beginnings of
the genre, and diligent researchers from Billboard, A
Side.com and Vox.com have done just that, one must
travel back much further.
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