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 Chapter One

A Star is Born


Stefani squealed with joy as her father picked her up and twirled her around to the music while a Bruce Springsteen record spun on the record player in the living room. Beside it rested records by Pink Floyd, Led Zeppelin, The Beatles, Billy Joel, the Rolling Stones and Elton John - all of which her daddy loved to play while dancing around with his daughter.

Born on 28 March 1986 in Yonkers, New York, Stefani Joanne Angelina Germanotta was always surrounded by music. She even grew up two blocks from John Lennon’s memorial in New York City, and close to the Dakota, an apartment block by Central Park where John lived with Yoko Ono when he was shot.

Even mealtimes were a musical affair in the Germanotta household. Because of her family’s Italian heritage there was always tasty Italian food in the house, such as meatballs and  marinara, but while eating, the family would listen to records by the Italian opera singer Andrea Bocelli or Frank Sinatra, whose parents were Italian immigrants.

It was at this tender age, while listening to Frank Sinatra’s duets on repeat with her father, that the young star-to-be became interested in theatre. She was always a daddy’s girl, and loved nothing more than hanging out by the record player with him, listening to Sinatra singing along with Gladys Knight and Stevie Wonder in ‘For Once in My Life’ or Sinatra and Luis Miguel dueting on ‘Come Fly With Me’.

Her Italian American parents were loving and supportive, and wanted their daughters Stefani and her little sister Natali to pursue their dreams. Dad Joseph was an Internet entrepreneur and mum Cynthia worked in telecommunications. The family was pretty well off and lived in New York’s Upper West Side, so Stefani and her sister had pretty much everything they wanted as children. Despite Stefani remembering having a really amazing childhood, her parents didn’t spoil their daughters. They were hard working and wanted to raise them to be driven, respectful and appreciative of what they had.

One way Cynthia decided to do this with Stefani was to make her learn to play piano. She wanted her daughter to learn an instrument because she loved music, but also to instill a sense of discipline in her. Young Stefani didn’t want to practise, but mum was determined that she would sit at the piano, whether she practised or not.

‘You don’t have to practise, but you have to sit there for an hour a day. You don’t have to play - but you have to sit there,’ she told her daughter. Stefani banged her fists on the keys in protest, remembering later: ‘I was a really bad kid!’

Her mother wouldn’t budge, though. After days of sitting  at the piano with her arms folded, eventually Stefani got bored and started to play. She loved playing the piano, she just hated lessons and practising her scales. Stefani loved to play by ear, which she found much easier, but the practice paid off in the end. She learned fast and became very good at classical piano very quickly.

One thing is for sure, when mum Cynthia made her four-year-old daughter sit at the piano until she learned how to play it, she had no idea that nearly twenty years later her daughter would be playing it in front of thousands of fans - pretty much in her birthday suit. She also had no idea that by this time everyone, including her, would call her daughter by a different name: Lady Gaga.

Young Stefani got a taste for shocking people from a very young age, which included an incident where she greeted the babysitter at the door - so innocently - completely naked. ‘I discovered my love of shock art at an early age,’ she has said. ‘I always wanted to be a star. I always wanted to be some kind of commercial vehicle that had the attention of the world and could say and do things to inspire people. That’s just always been what I wanted to do.’

She certainly made sure she got plenty of practice, singing along to Michael Jackson, Madonna and Cyndi Lauper on her plastic toy tape recorder. She was deeply influenced by pop music and loved watching shows like the MTV Video Music Awards on television. She would wrap a big blanket around herself - an Afghan that her grandmother had knitted - and wear it like a gown. ‘I would run around the basement with popcorn and scream in excitement waiting for them to come on,’ she remembered later when speaking to Newsweek. ‘I used to love the big pop acts. I remember Alicia Keys gave a  beautiful performance and Michael Jackson with *NSYNC.’

Her love of performing started early too. When her parents used to go out to eat at fancy Upper West Side restaurants, she would dance around the table using the breadsticks as a baton.

She was always an entertainer, describing herself as ‘a ham’ when she was a little girl. ‘Some people are just born stars,’ she later told the News of the World’s magazine Fabulous. ‘You either have it or you haven’t, and I was definitely born one. Even as a kid I always had eyes on me, like bees on honey. I was always outrageous and I was always very smart.’

It was at the same tender age that this outrageous, smart kid started experimenting with do-it-yourself costume design and fashion. Her very first performance in first grade was in The Billy Goats Gruff, where she had won the part of the big billy goat.

 



Stefani decided that no shop-bought costume would do, and nor would she use papier mâché, like all the other kids in her class. Instead, she made her billy-goat horns herself out of tin-foil and clothes hangers. Needless to say, she was the star of the show.

Stefani was already absorbing her mother’s fine taste in clothes, a passion they would come to share in the future. Mom Cynthia had a real love of fashion and classic Italian taste, and she regularly wore designers like Salvatore Ferragamo, Valentino and Paloma Picasso.

Stefani’s baby sister Natali noticed her older sibling’s determination and ambition when they were kids. ‘We would fight, and she would say, “Why do you always have to be the best?”’ Gaga recalled in 2008 on one of her Transmission videos. ‘She doesn’t any more. Now she’s like, “Be the best! I love it when you’re the best!” I don’t know who wants to be second.’ 

Being second was definitely not an option for Stefani. Whatever she did, she gave it her all, and wasn’t happy until she’d achieved the best she possibly could. This translated into a tough work ethic for homework and an even tougher one when it came to music.

Although many youngsters grow out of their desire to be stars once they go to high school, Gaga did not. Having enrolled in an exclusive private school in Manhattan, she was about to rub shoulders with some pretty famous students.




 Chapter Two

Catholic Schoolgirls


Stefani’s parents sent her to Convent of the Sacred Heart, the oldest independent girls’ school in Manhattan. The school was founded in 1881 by the Society of the Sacred Heart, nuns who were dedicated to educating the daughters of upper-class Catholic families.

Attending Convent of the Sacred Heart was a pretty big deal. Set in two elaborate mansions on the Upper East Side, the private girls-only school was one of the most selective in New York, and cost around £23,000 a year to attend. Having made money from their Internet business, Stefani’s parents wanted their daughter to have the best education money could buy.

The school had some pretty famous students even before Stefani arrived, such as Caroline Kennedy (daughter of assassinated president John Kennedy) and actress Jordana Brewster  (who appeared in The Fast and the Furious). And that’s not to mention Sacred Heart’s most famous pupils, until Gaga came along of course: Paris and Nicky Hilton.

The school has also been name-checked in quite a few films; the girls in the film Nick & Norah’s Infinite Playlist attended Sacred Heart, for example. The girls at the school were living the life that many dream of. The annual prom looked like a Ralph Lauren runway, with some of the most privileged young ladies in the world in attendance.

Back when Sacred Heart was started, the school taught classes designed to educate young ladies in social graces and appropriate behaviour, requiring a curriculum of politeness, French and art, amongst other things.

Over a hundred years later, the school has modernised quite a bit. Sister Nancy Salisbury, who was the headmistress when Stefani started, was determined that all the girls attending would have a thorough education, which meant teaching them about important issues as well as their ABCs. Students therefore attended classes in economics, politics, sex education and computing, as well as an improved arts programme.

This made it perfect for young Stefani, who was determined to pursue her love of music. So, alongside the usual boring literary and mathematics classes, she got to focus on studying piano, voice and drama - three things she was already mad about. She would wander between classes, walking on thick carpets and polished wooden floors, surrounded by ornate marble statues and sweeping staircases. It was more like the set from a lavish musical or film set than the sort of place you expect to find hundreds of schoolgirls wandering around. But it was in just this setting that Stefani began her education as a teenager, and began on her voyage of self-discovery into adulthood.

[image: 001]

Considering the sorts of girls who attended, it’s no wonder that Sacred Heart is the inspiration for so many teen TV series and books. Set in two huge mansions on New York’s exclusive Fifth Avenue, and with marble staircases and cherubs decorating the outside walls, rumour has it that the TV series Gossip Girl was based on Sacred Heart. The action in Gossip Girl - drugs, drinking and unfaithful boyfriends and girlfriends - is rumoured to be all the rage at Manhattan’s top private schools.

Even though the rumour mill has plenty of stories about the Sacred Heart girls’ wild behaviour, in reality the school was very strict, with traditional rules to keep the girls in line. When Stefani was dropped off at the school in the morning, for example, a Sister would greet her and Stefani would have to curtsy to her.

As a Catholic school, much of what Sacred Heart taught was based on religion, morality and discipline - quite the opposite of what Lady Gaga’s public persona would turn out to be. The uniform was strict too. In the upper school, the girls had to wear blue cotton skirts in the summer and kilts in the winter. The Sisters even had a measuring stick, to ensure that skirts were the right length. In the lower school, the younger girls had to wear red and white checked pinafores with a grey tunic and blue shorts to preserve their modesty. It’s almost certain that this strict environment had an influence on the future style of Lady Gaga and her outlandish choice of dress.

Although Stefani claims she didn’t follow the dress code and used to dress differently from the other girls, her friends insist that she was quite well behaved at school.

‘We were a rich kids’ school but with good morals,’ remembered Cristina Civetta, a New York writer and fashion designer  who went to Sacred Heart with Stefani, and attended a religious retreat at a New York monastery with her while they were there. ‘Stefani was a straight-A student who wore her skirt to her knee, as we were supposed to, and knee-high socks. Stefani is a good girl, really sweet and normal,’ she added when talking to the Daily Mail.

Even though the list of students at Sacred Heart read like a  Who’s Who of high society, Stefani wasn’t in with the in-crowd there. Paris and Nicky Hilton attended the school but were a couple of years older than Stefani. In fact, by the time she started at Sacred Heart Paris had already left to attend another exclusive New York private school, D wight School, for her junior and sophomore years. Stefani would only ever see Nicky between classes by the lockers in the hallway, and didn’t really know her.

But though she never hung out with Nicky or her high society friends, Stefani learned about them from a distance - enough to teach her about being herself. Her memories of them are that they were ‘pretty, and very clean. Very, very clean.’ But she was impressed with how perfect they were all the time - with their hair and make-up flawlessly done. She would catch glimpses of them preening themselves in the marble-floored bathrooms at school, and found them fascinating creatures to observe.

‘What I think was interesting about going to that school was that there were some girls that had tons of money, some that had no money, some down the middle,’ Stefani told gay magazine Fab. ‘There were blondes, brunettes, artsy girls, stoner girls, we had everybody.’

There was certainly a mix of people at the school, but while there were a few rebels, Stefani wasn’t one of them. According  to one of her old friends, one girl got drunk and punched Sister Nancy so hard she knocked the nun out, but bad behaviour like that was rare. Stefani and her schoolmates had to complete four hours of homework every night, so there was little time for going out and going crazy during the week.

So if Stefani wasn’t the prettiest or the most popular girl at the school, where did she fit in amongst the elite? The truth is, she didn’t. In 2007 she told Women’s Wear Daily that the girls at school used to tease her, saying, ‘What are you, a lesbian? No one’s looking at you.’

She described herself as a ‘weird girl’ in school, who did theatre, sang in choirs and bands, would come to school with lashings of red lipstick on, or with her hair arranged strangely, ‘or whatever I was doing to get attention’ she later laughed in an interview with About.com.

She was more interested in art and music than she was in boys - something a lot of girls found pretty weird. But it was her studies of history and music that she really loved, so she devoted herself to them. She continued to practise the piano, at which she’d become very good, and learned the harmonica a little, too.

However, there was a key moment in her young life that was to put her firmly on the path to future superstardom - a moment where fate stepped in to lend her a hand.




 Chapter Three

Fate Lends an Ear


After school one day, Stefani was in a boutique in downtown New York. As she browsed the neon tutus and brightly coloured slash-neck shirts in the store, she absent-mindedly sang to herself, not realising that anyone was listening. But somebody was. One of the store’s employees, called Evan, heard her singing, and asked her if she was a singer. She giggled and said no, shyly, but Evan was impressed with her voice. He told Stefani that she should contact his uncle, as his uncle was a voice teacher.

Stefani couldn’t believe it. It seemed like such a great opportunity. But she checked her enthusiasm. The voice coach was probably just some amateur who taught singing for fun. But she got the number, went home and called Evan’s uncle, who turned out to be non other than the legendary Don Lawrence, famous in the music business for being one of the  most successful vocal coaches in the world. It was a very strange turn of fate that led Stefani to him - and once again, she felt like it was her destiny to be a star, and that Don would help her on her way.

Although he was very busy teaching and coaching the likes of Mick Jagger, Bono, Christina Aguilera, En Vogue, Annie Lennox, Beyoncé and many more, he managed to find time in his busy schedule for the talented little brunette with frizzy hair. Perhaps he saw in her a glimpse of what could happen in her future and the bright lights of stardom that would beckon in a few years’ time.

Convinced that Stefani was capable of achieving great things, Don made sure he found time to advise her on how to develop as an artist as well as just a singer. Don became more than just a teacher. He was like a guru, and would remain a constant presence right through to her big break into showbiz, and beyond. Knowing that she possessed a very special musical talent, he encouraged the youngster to develop and push her own limits.

‘He was my mentor. He still is my mentor,’ she later said. ‘He encouraged me to start writing music. Around thirteen I started writing music, stuff on the piano in my house, so I moved from classical to pop, and I started noticing that the Bach chords are the same chords as in this Mariah Carey record … so I just started picking up on little things, doing small chord progressions.’

All the practise paid off. Spending increasingly more and more time tinkling the ivories on the piano in the backroom at home, Stefani wrote her first piano ballad soon after meeting Don, and continued to work on her songs. Back then though, her songs were influenced by artists like Carole King  and Patti Smith, and this showed in her sweet song-writing style.

Don was a source of support and inspiration throughout Stefani’s journey from awkward teenager to fully formed pop princess. In the liner notes to her album The Fame, she gives a special mention to him: ‘You are the greatest and most gifted teacher I ever had. Thank you for my voice, my work ethic, and my discipline.’ It’s hard to imagine whether she might have made it without Don to help her on the way.

With Don’s encouragement, she started looking for other places to practise her skills. Walking down the marble corridors at school one day, she noticed a sign pinned to a notice-board, advertising a school singing group called the Madrigals. The group would sometimes rehearse at 7.30am, and so only attracted girls who were serious about their singing.

So Stefani’s love of music and performing didn’t die at high school. Her appetite for listening to music just grew and grew. She loved Grace Jones for her innovative fashion style and great songs - she particularly loved her songs ‘Slave to the Rhythm’ and ‘Corporate Cannibal’. She would listen to Madonna’s Immaculate Collection CD on repeat, and dance around her bedroom, twirling and copying the dance moves from ‘Vogue’. David Bowie and Queen were also on her stereo, almost obsessively. All four artists would go on to be hugely influential on the future Lady Gaga’s music and her style.

Stefani was proud to wear her love of music on her sleeve - literally. She had a leather jacket with a Hanson pin on it, and a t-shirt that said “I love Donnie!”, proclaiming her love for Donnie from New Kids On The Block. She could never have imagined that in a few years time she would be friends with  New Kids - going on tour with them and writing songs for them.

She loved all kinds of music - from the 1970s rock that her father had played her as a child, to the ska-influenced punk pop of Greenday and No Doubt that she would hear on the radio, to glistening power-pop in the charts.

Another artist she would later go on to write songs for was Britney Spears. Young Stefani and her friends were obsessed by Britney when she first became a star with raunchy tracks like ‘Oops! … I Did It Again’, listening to her songs over and over again.

Her love for Britney led her to try and catch glimpses of the singer when she would come to New York to perform or give interviews. After school one day when she knew Britney was going to be performing, Stefani and her friends jumped onto a crammed subway carriage and took the train downtown, running from the station to the glitzy MTV studios where TRL [Total Request Live - an MTV series] was being filmed. Stefani - who loved the singer - had Britney’s name written in glitter on her face, as did some of her friends. The girls pushed to the front of the crowd and screamed with excitement, hoping they would see a famous hand or a face in the windows of the studio.

She later told Maxim magazine that she was ‘amazed by the level of superfan that Britney created. I liked to watch the hyperventilating’. As Lady Gaga, she says now that she looks back on those days fondly. ‘It doesn’t happen any more, and it’s quite sad. It’s my intention to revive that lunacy with The Fame. You can’t deny the power of a pop group being able to stop traffic.’

It was around this time this that Stefani started to get into fashion, wearing acid wash jeans and tank tops with sneakers. She was influenced by the styles of the 1950s, but also by the club scene, even though she was too young legally to set foot inside a club! Even at this young age she had the potential to shock, and it was now that she developed a taste for fishnets and bright red lipstick, a look she kept through the transformation from Stefani into Lady Gaga.

Even in her mid-teens, Stefani liked showing a bit of flesh - possibly as a reaction to the modest clothing all Sacred Heart students were forced to wear at school. ‘When I was fifteen, I would wear stonewashed jeans with tight, midriff-showing tank tops,’ she recalled, when being interviewed for Maxim. ‘I had huge boobs, because I was 20 pounds heavier then. Big frizzy brown hair. Hot pink lipstick.’ Although she was described by some as an ugly duckling, there was something about the teenager that made people stop and stare at her. She had a certain something they couldn’t put their finger on - a certain quality that attracted people’s attention.

Stefani found the discipline and strict nature of Sacred Heart difficult to cope with. She was a good student and studied hard, but felt that the school was stifling her creativity. ‘I felt I couldn’t be the real me,’ she said about it later. ‘But I realised you don’t have to be a victim of your environment. Just because they told me how to be didn’t mean I had to be that way for life. There was something else for me.’

That something else lay in her love of music and performing. Attending a Catholic school, Stefani, who remained religious after her transformation into Lady Gaga, noticed and loved the element of drama in religion.

Her performing was also getting her noticed at school.  Dressed in a ball gown, she walked solemnly down the sweeping marble staircase and into the elegantly decorated ballroom of Sacred Heart. She sat in front of the huge, antique grand piano at the front of the hall, and began to play classical piano for all the parents, nuns and fellow students who were attending a dinner there.

Stefani was also was a keen drama student, and appeared in many of the productions put on by Regis High School, a nearby Catholic boys’ school that needed girls for its plays. Stefani played Alice More in A Man for All Seasons, Philia in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, and Anna Andreyevna in The Government Inspector. She also sang in productions of the Regis Jazz Band and in the Sacred Heart school choir, where she won the role of lead soprano.

According to Charlene Gianetti, whose daughter attended Sacred Heart at the same time as Stefani, everyone knew Stefani was destined to be a star: ‘Her talent was so astounding, it literally took your breath away,’ Charlene wrote on her blog. ‘When she was a senior, she appeared as Adelaide in a production of Guys and Dolls staged at Regis High School, on East 84th Street. Since Regis is an all-boys school, it must import girls for its plays. They were fortunate to have enlisted Stefani. Now, the Regis boys are very smart (a rigorous exam and selection process is necessary for admission) and talented. But whenever Stefani was on stage, she stole the show.’

As she was only in her mid-teens, she was too young to play at bars or clubs. But she was desperate to perform her music live, so Stefani begged her mum to take her to open-mic nights in New York, where anyone could get up onstage and sing or play music for the audience. Her mum agreed, keen for her talented daughter to develop her skills. ‘My parents always knew  I was going to be a performer, and they just wanted to help me pursue my passion. They never hindered my creativity,’ Stefani told New Times.

Stefani and her mum found some jazz clubs and coffee houses in the Village that ran open-mic nights, but at first Cynthia had a difficult job persuading the staff to let them in because of Stefani’s age. The doorman frowned, but Cynthia was determined. ‘My daughter’s very young but she’s very talented, ’ she explained to him. ‘I’ll sit with her as she plays.’

Her persistence paid off. Stefani played beautifully, and because she was so talented she was always welcomed back. ‘When I was fifteen and sixteen, I was getting a lot of attention for my voice and for my songwriting because I was so young,’ Stefani recalled.

With new friends she had met at Regis High School, Stefani would start sneaking out to go downtown, just to experience the music nightlife in New York. And she was playing more and more coffee house open-mic nights. The kinds of places she loved frequenting were hardly appropriate places for a teenager attending such a prestigious school. The open-mic nights were usually in dark, busy dive bars, which stank of urine and had obscene graffiti scrawled over the often-flooded bathrooms. But they gave Stefani a taste of another life, which she was desperate to experience more of.

She also joined a cover band in her freshman year of high school, who would play many classic rock tracks - including songs by Led Zeppelin, Jefferson Airplane, and U2 amongst others. And it was around this time that rock’n’roll started to appeal to the bad side of the young, respectable, straight-A student. ‘I met some good-looking guys with guitars, and I wanted to have sex with really hot older  men - they were seniors!’ she explained to Rolling Stone.

But her late nights weren’t all about hot guys, though they were definitely a bonus. She was so busy with musicals and cover bands and choirs and open-mic nights that she was rarely home early. And although he wanted her to pursue her musical dream, her father was getting a little disturbed by the late nights. Unable to go to bed until he knew she was home safely, he would sit on the brown leather couch in the living room, pretending to watch TV until he heard the door open. ‘My dad would be waiting for me to get home from a club, sweating … having a heart attack,’ she said later, remembering the time. ‘I didn’t like upsetting him. But I did like being myself.’

When she wasn’t upsetting her father by getting home late, she was studying hard at her classes at school, improving her knowledge of theatre and music, though she remained far away from Sacred Heart’s social elite. As an Italian-American woman who was only the second in her generation to go to college, Stefani was proud of her education, and worked hard at it.

‘I don’t know that my schooling was conducive to wild ideas and creativity, but it gave me discipline, drive,’ she later told the Guardian. ‘They taught me how to think. I really know how to think. [For example] if I decide to make a coat red in the show, it’s not just red. I think: is it communist red? Is it cherry cordial? Is it ruby red? Or is it apple red? Or the big red balloon red?

‘I mean there’s like so many f***ing different kinds of red. And so you have to say, well, what are we trying to say in this scene? Is it a happy red? Or a sad red? Is it a lace red? Or a leather red? Or a wool red? It’s like there are so many components to making a show and making art, and my school taught me how to think that way,’ she explained.

She remembers being teased about her unorthodox, occasionally attention-seeking style. ‘For a little while I thought girls were just jealous, which is why they were mean to me,’ she said later to Entertainment Weekly. ‘Maybe they were jealous of my fearlessness. But I think I genuinely used to rub people up the wrong way. I’d talk about things and do things that were very ostentatious, and over the top, and very vain … When you’re twelve years old and making clothes with plastic flowers attached to them, and trying to choreograph shows at your school that are entirely too sexy, you start to be like, OK, this is my aesthetic. My aesthetic is in so many ways exactly the same as it was when I was younger, I’m just smarter.’

Despite whatever teasing she suffered from the in-crowd, attending Sacred Heart gave her a lot and she remains pleased that she went there. ‘Some girls were mean,’ she said. ‘They made fun of me because I dressed differently and played in bands. They couldn’t work out why I was so driven. But there were times when I got a lot of attention for being the life and soul of the party.’

She might not have fit in with the likes of the Hiltons, but this artsy girl who got good grades learned the trick of reinvention at Sacred Heart - something that would come in handy during the transformation she was about to go through. Her style and look were out there, veering between overtly sexy and a bit strange. Stefani’s girlfriends used to tell her that no matter what she was wearing, even zipped up to her neck in a parka, she looked naked. Perhaps it was because of this that she practically decided to abandon her clothes altogether while performing.

‘I was the nerdy theatre girl, playing in the band and being made fun of,’ she recalled. ‘I dressed differently and I came  from a different social class from the other girls. I was more of an average schoolgirl with a cork.’ A cork that was set to pop with a bang when she left school.




 Chapter Four

Graduating From High School - Next Step, NYU


After enduring the oppressive nature of a strict Catholic school for so long, the time for Stefani and her classmates to leave was drawing near. In order to graduate from Sacred Heart, Stefani had to write a thesis on the arts and one on Christianity. She managed to complete them both in time and got top grades as usual. But she couldn’t decide what to do when she finished.

She had thought about attending Juilliard, a prestigious dance and drama school in New York with an amazing reputation as one of the top schools for performance arts. Famous acting alumni include Robin Williams, Val Kilmer and Kevin Spacey, while the list of famous musicians that have graduated from Juilliard is as long as Stefani’s arm.

Stefani wasn’t quite sure she wanted to go there, so she signed up for a weekend pre-college programme that taught  talented young musicians who were too young to attend full time, so they could see if they wanted to attend the college. The pre-college programme ran on Saturdays, but it was fearsomely difficult to get into, with tough auditions.

Stefani psyched herself up for her entrance audition, but got really nervous beforehand. She didn’t usually get stage fright, but something about Juilliard didn’t feel right to her, so instead she decided to go to acting school.

She made the decision to go to New York University’s prestigious Tisch School of the Arts. Getting into Tisch was hardly easy - the school would receive thousands of applications for only a handful of spots, so all prospective students had to undergo an artistic review, as well as a gruelling interview process.
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