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“Stop feeding me bullshit. Tell me the truth.”


—Lady Gaga, 2009


“I hate the truth. I hate the truth so much I prefer a giant dose of bullshit any day over the truth.”


—Lady Gaga, 2010














Prologue







Everything is going wrong. This was supposed to be the big night, the unveiling of her first arena tour as a headliner, and props, costumes, and chunks of the entire stage set, which cost $1.5 million, are missing, stuck in a town just thirty-seven miles away. This stadium, the Manchester Evening News Arena in England, holds 21,000 people and is the largest in the UK; more people come in and out of here every year than any other venue in the world. Her show is sold out, and even though she hates the idea of canceling, she’s so distraught over the chaos and lack of preparedness that she asks if it’s possible. She’s not just putting on a pop show; she’s staging an elaborate five-act rock opera with some twenty costume changes, pyrotechnics, and a hydraulic lift that will elevate her about twenty feet above the crowd. Among what’s missing: an enormous stone fountain that’s supposed to spout blood, topped with an angel and accompanied by gorgeously decrepit backdrop images, like the black-and-white footage that looks straight out of the 1902 Georges Méliès film A Trip to the Moon.


Lady Gaga, unknown just eighteen months ago and now, at twenty-four, the biggest star in the world, is told no. Canceling is not an option; it’ll cost too much. She may be an exacting artist, but she is also a shrewd businesswoman. She relents, but insists on rehearsing up until the doors are about to open.


So here are the Gaga fans, ages four to fifty-five, lining up outside the Manchester Evening News Arena at six o’clock on this drizzly, chilly winter night, three hours before showtime, excitedly, politely snaking down and around the block. Nearly all the girls—who outnumber the boys by about three to one—are dressed like their heroine, in numbers and fervor not seen since little girls donned rubber bracelets and fishnet headbands in homage to Madonna circa 1984. They’re tottering and trembling on five-inch spike heels, dressed in Day-Glo colors, and have foregone pants in favor of long tops and tights; they’ve donned blond wigs and sunglasses and applied drag-queenish heavy makeup.


Also present are fifty-somethings on first dates; professors and other intellectuals; gay men in their twenties and thirties, many in Gaga-esque makeup; and prepubescent boys and girls with their parents, many in Gaga shirts. Dotting the entrance to the arena are the puzzled middle-aged men with makeshift stands hawking sub-par, unauthorized merch: If it has fur, or blinking lights, or better yet fur and blinking lights, they’re selling it. They have no earthly idea what’s going on—you can see it on their faces—but it’s a recession, and scalped tickets for this show are starting at $150.


While a Lady Gaga performance circa 2009–2010 pulls from hundreds of postmodern pop-art threads, as derivative as it—as she—is, it remains wholly original. Gaga is smart enough to know that the limited number of songs in her very young catalog cannot sustain a two-hour set, but the spectacle she’s created sure can. To Gaga and to her fans, “The Monster Ball,” as she calls it, is not just a show: It is, as her life has become, interactive performance art of the highest caliber.


So the explosion of color and sex and kookiness and maybe some good old-fashioned pyro that a Gaga show promises is a huge deal in Manchester, as it will be two nights from now in Dublin. Manchester is a town under a permanently slate gray sky into which six-story slate gray granite buildings disappear. Not much happens except football; the town is home to two Premier League teams, Manchester United and Manchester City. Its lone four-star hotel, where visiting footballers stay, is a four-floor redbrick Marriott at the end of a cul-de-sac. Near that is a Grenada TV station, and it’s a sliver of the size of the average American Costco.


That said, Manchester is known for producing some of the best bands in the world: Joy Division, Buzzcocks, the Smiths, the Stone Roses, Oasis. It’s remarkable that swagger and solipsism, in equal measure, come from this painfully placid place. Like the Boston Red Sox or Canada, Manchester is perennially second best, forever dwarfed in size and status by London, yet always, somewhat poignantly, maintaining its competitiveness. It’s been best described by Smiths lead singer Morrissey in the song “Everyday Is Like Sunday”: “This is the coastal town / That they forgot to close down / Armageddon come Armageddon /Come Armageddon come.”


Gaga’s fans are happy to mill about the beer stands inside, taking a pass on opening act Semi Precious Weapons and waiting for her to take the stage. Her career may be in its infancy, but she’s cultivated such loyalty from her fans that they will overlook, the way all who are newly in love do, imperfections big and small. They feel she does the very same for them. They hope.


“My worst nightmare,” says a twenty-year-old college student named Gavin Dell, who is here with his best friend Carrie and who has used blue and gold glitter to create a fantastic lightning bolt over his right eye, “is that that’s an image.” Lady Gaga seems so sincere, he says, but it’s also how sincere she seems that makes him fearful she’s not. It’s a generational thing, the irony of living in a post-postironic age.


“I would hate for that to be an image,” he says. “Don’t worry about me; I have a very busy life. But if this is all a press thing—that she’s afraid of boys, of sex . . .” He’s slightly, sweetly embarrassed by how invested he is in her, but he also can’t help himself.


“It seems so genuine,” he continues. “I hope to God it’s true. Yes, she has stylists, but the perception is she’s done it herself. My impression is she’s done it herself. I might be wrong. But if I’m wrong, she’s been very well put to me.”


So: Just who is Lady Gaga, and how did she get to be that way? It’s a question that’s been asked of her over and over, from Ellen to Oprah to Barbara Walters, and she always gives the same answer: She was and is a freak, a misfit, a lost soul in search of her fellow travelers.


That line itself explains why this still very young woman—who grew up in comfort and privilege on New York’s Upper West Side, whose musical heroes include Billy Joel, New Kids on the Block, and Britney Spears, who until two years ago considered American Apparel avant-garde fashion—is so endlessly fascinating. Because to watch her open her European tour in Manchester is to search fruitlessly for the cracks between the girl who wanted to be the next Fiona Apple, a serious, sensitive singer-songwriter, and the glorious, demented art-freak performer on the stage.


When crowds in Europe are sick of waiting, they start doing the wave. And on this first night in Manchester, well on our way to half-past nine, they’re doing the wave. Michael Jackson is playing on a loop, mainly everything off Thriller, and the message is none too subtle: This is the girl who has said she wants to be as big as Michael, a girl who, as he did, identifies herself as a freak show, whose own performances are, as his were, ghoulish in a childlike way, sexually provocative but never sensual, spectacles rife with pageantry but bolstered by state-of-the-art pop music delivered by an undeniably terrific, authentic voice.


There’s a white scrim billowing in front of the stage, and just as the crowd is on the verge, the lights go down and the crowd erupts (all great rock acts do this—play with just how taut the rubber band can go before the audience is lost to them for good). A blue grid is projected onto the scrim, and a nebulous blob on the left begins to emerge and move toward the crowd, floating and swirling and taking shape as Gaga. A clock to the right of the screen rapidly runs down the seconds to start time; it hits 00:00:00:00, the scrim drops, and there she is, standing on the top of a staircase to the left, bracketed on one side by a fake storefront advertising, in neon lights, “Liquor,” “Gold Teeth,” and her own paradoxical brand, “Sexy Ugly.” To the left is another industrial scaffolding, with the words “WHAT THE FUCK HAVE YOU DONE” spelled out in big white bulbs. She’s opening with “Dance in the Dark,” but the first minute of the song is inaudible over the din of the crowd.


Among the people and things Gaga will reference, overtly and covertly, on this night and in Dublin: The Wizard of Oz; the late designer Alexander McQueen’s 2006 fashion show, in which Kate Moss appeared as a ghostly 3-D floating hologram; a famous image of McQueen binding a model—face painted white, streaks of red paint streaming from the eyes, mouth gagged with black ribbon—in swaths of white; the Broadway musical Rent; the archly art-directed interstitial clips MTV pioneered on its award shows; Elton John and Billy Joel; Rob Reiner’s classic 1984 rock ’n’ roll spoof, This Is Spinal Tap; the fashion-world satires Brüno and Zoolander; Cirque du Soleil; Japanese horror films of the 1950s; shock artists Tracey Emin and Damien Hirst; downtown New York provocateur Klaus Nomi and his London-based analogue Leigh Bowery, as well as New York City’s later electroclash pioneers Fischerspooner; David Bowie and Freddie Mercury; Tina Turner in Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome; Sylvia Plath’s poem “Death & Co.”; Marilyn Manson; Walter Hill’s 1979 cult film The Warriors; Grace Jones; Dale Bozzio of the eighties new-wave band Missing Persons; Irish dance phenom Róisín Murphy; the rave scene of the mid-to-late nineties and the entire gay culture, sub- and mainstream, of the past three decades; Sally Field in The Flying Nun; Fay Wray in King Kong; the stark black-and-white aesthetic of the great rock photographer Anton Corbijn; Wim Wenders’s Wings of Desire. And, of course, Madonna.


The debt to Madonna is inarguably Gaga’s biggest. Not only does she share a very similar origin story—good Italian-Catholic girl gone bad, working her way through downtown New York City’s art and performance worlds with little money, possessed of a monomaniacal focus on becoming the biggest star in the world—but her career template and persona are also very much the same. Just as Madonna both stole from and helped mainstream gay culture through sexual provocation in her music, videos, and performances, her public playfulness with her own sexual orientation, and her early dedication to then-controversial causes like AIDS activism, Gaga, too, has done all of the above. Her live shows feature a lineup of shirtless male backup dancers, all shaved chests and oversized codpieces, that she calls “my gay boys.” She’s said that she’s had sexual relationships with both men and women, though she also talks about wanting to find a nice man to marry and have babies with. She’s an advocate for gay rights and, with Cyndi Lauper, part of M•A•C cosmetics’ safe sex/HIV prevention campaign.


And, like Madonna, she is constantly shape-shifting, treating her persona like a malleable object, claiming each incarnation to be her authentic self, and now speaking, as Madonna once so maddeningly did, in a clipped, vaguely British accent.


But on these nights, in Manchester and conservative Dublin, in these arenas that have been transformed into the biggest, sweatiest, most wholesomely lewd dance parties on the planet, which will win raves in tomorrow’s tabloids, Gaga’s Madonna reference is very specific. (That Gaga regurgitates and reappropriates so many of her pop-culture precursors is, in itself, a meta-reference to Madonna.) The Madonna represented tonight, though, is the 1990 “Blond Ambition” incarnation, when she sported her Jean-Paul Gaultier cone-shaped bra, thick, level eyebrows, red lipstick, and yellow hair. But it’s not Gaga who’s dressed like that; it’s one of the girls onstage.


In other words: Madonna is her backup dancer now.














Chapter One
Creation Myth







The first feat of Lady Gaga’s young career: It was not that long ago that next to nothing of her personal life was known. There was no thread connecting her life three years ago to her life now as a super-high-concept, demographic-smashing global pop icon. This is deliberate; she doesn’t study the lightweights.


The small details Gaga has doled out—she was a waitress, a working musician, a burlesque dancer, a coke addict, a wild young denizen of the Lower East Side—aren’t wholly false, but they’re well chosen ones that bolster her new persona, one that has wholly subsumed the girl formerly known as Stefani Joanne Angelina Germanotta, the girl who today only answers to Lady Gaga. “I think she’s got this Prince thing [happening now],” her former producer Rob Fusari said to the New York Post. “It’s changed. She’s Gaga now.”


“When she says in interviews, ‘I live and breathe fashion’—she may be fooling other people, but she’s not fooling me,” says Jon Sheldrick, a moon-faced twenty-four-year-old who knew her at New York University and whose friends were members of the Stefani Germanotta Band. “I don’t mean to sound demeaning,” he continues, “but she was really normal.” (Because this is really one of the meanest things one art-school kid could say about another.) Sheldrick, it should be noted, is wearing jeans and a T-shirt.


“She wasn’t super-outspoken or into really edgy clothes,” he says. “She was wearing T-shirts and sweatpants and shit. She was not a misfit.”


“She was a very suburban, friendly, social party girl,” said a former dorm-mate, who was friends with the boys in Stefani’s then–jam band. “There was nothing that would tip you off that she had this Warhol-esque ‘new art’ extremism.”


“Her ‘crazy’ outfit,” another friend recalled for the same Post story, “was putting suspenders on her jeans.”


While the crafting and controlling of one’s creation myth is hardly new—it’s an American art form, from P. T. Barnum to Henry Ford to the Kennedys to Bob Dylan—what’s remarkable about Lady Gaga is that she’s the first star born in and of the Internet age to master this difficult art.


She’s also the first pop star to truly understand, even at this late date, how to exploit, in the best possible sense, the reach of the Web and social media. In November 2009, Forbes magazine stated, “Lady Gaga isn’t the music industry’s new Madonna. She’s its new business model.”


Gaga (or, most likely, a member of her team) is constantly communicating with her fans via Facebook and Twitter, and when she says something, the response can be seismic. When she announced the debut of her single “Bad Romance” at Alexander McQueen’s spring/summer 2010 collection, the site that was streaming the McQueen show crashed almost immediately. Nearly four million people follow her on Twitter. She debuts her videos on YouTube; in March 2010, she became the first artist in history to generate one billion hits, and by February, her album The Fame went diamond, having sold ten million copies worldwide. In 2009, she was the most downloaded artist in UK chart history, and was, inexplicably, second only to the Black Eyed Peas as the most downloaded artist on iTunes. It’s no exaggeration to say that her closest living relative in this regard might be another global phenomenon who was also little known just a few years ago, and whose peerless use of the Web and social networking largely helped get him to the White House.


Perhaps she had help from her father, Joe, a burly, tough Italian-American who himself was an Internet entrepreneur back in the mid-eighties, when few people had any idea what was coming. He made his fortune with a company called GuestWiFi, which provides wireless service to hotels. Like him, she’s been described as not necessarily book-smart but intuitively business-minded, excellent at reading people. She knew from a very early age that she wanted to be a performer; perhaps she always had the long view in mind.


“I’m a friend of hers on Facebook still; she still has her original profile up,” says Seth Kallen, a fellow musician at NYU. “She only has, like, four hundred friends. At first it was like, half her Lady Gaga pictures and half normal pictures. I remember having a sort of revelation—‘Wait a minute, she’s getting extremely famous.’ And I checked out her Facebook profile, and the normal pictures disappeared.”


There is very little to be found of the young Stefani Germanotta on the Web. There’s one clip of her on MTV’s now-defunct practical joke show Boiling Points, a sort of postmodern Candid Camera in which unsuspecting people in everyday situations are provoked until they lose their temper. In Stefani’s episode, she’s sitting alone at Bari, a generically upscale coffee shop near her NYU campus. She’s wearing a strapless black cotton sundress and flip-flops, her long black hair pulled up in a ponytail, black eyeliner and nude lipgloss her only makeup. She looks utterly unremarkable.


Like two other lone diners, she gets up to take a call on her cell phone, and when she returns, her food is gone. When she asks the waitress if she can have her salad back—“It wasn’t even eaten!”—the waitress returns her food with a dirty napkin and a balled up piece of plastic on top of it. The other two unwitting contestants are equally shocked, but guess who loses her temper first?


“Who puts that in their mouth?” Stefani asks the waitress. “Would you put that in your mouth? It has shit all over it. Clearly you would, because you’re just fucked up.”


Stefani lost; for keeping their cool, the other two won $100.


In her high school yearbook, she claims to have been on The Sopranos. She spent her teen years auditioning for talent scouts, and tried out for Rent when it was still on Broadway. She says her mother kept telling her to slow down when she was in high school. “But,” Gaga says, “I was getting hungrier and hungrier.”


She was a student at the Convent of the Sacred Heart on East 91st Street. It’s an exclusive, all-girls Catholic school set in two converted mansions; alumni include Paris and Nicky Hilton, Gloria Vanderbilt, and Caroline Kennedy. Students begin learning French and Spanish in kindergarten; in eighth grade, they can take Mandarin. Tuition for the 2009–2010 school year is $33,985, and the school’s foremost goal, as stated on its website, is to “educate to a personal and active faith in God.”


Of her time at Sacred Heart, Gaga has said that she felt like “a freak,” that she didn’t fit in. But photos from this time show a fresh-faced girl, perpetually smiling, surrounded by other, perpetually smiling young girls. They all look like they’re part of the same well-adjusted, uptown tribe: long groomed hair, age-appropriate makeup, jeans and T-shirts and sweaters for day, strapless gowns and pearl chokers at high school dances.


“Stefani was always part of school plays and musicals,” said a former Sacred Heart classmate. “She had a core group of friends who she remains close with to this day. She was a good student and wore her uniform mostly to dress code. She liked boys a lot, but her singing and her passion for the arts was number one for her. You could pick Stefani’s voice out from others during Mass or a prize-day ceremony. She was always wanting to be an actress or a singer, and it was plain to see that she was going to be a star.”


The few early, substantial clips of Stefani that exist on YouTube are performances. There’s a now-famous one of her at an NYU talent show, seated behind a piano in a strapless green dress with long, filmy white panels, barefoot. She’s singing two very earnest, Norah Jones–sounding ballads. There’s another, much earlier one, of her at the Bitter End, a deeply uncool space that evokes all the danger of a suburban rec room. Here, she’s a teenager with a little baby fat, in a one-shouldered sweatshirt, Flashdance-style, exposing a meridian of belly. She’s working out, with swagger and a smirk and smudgy black eyeliner, an early version of “Hollywood.” She introduces everyone on stage as “the Stefani Germanotta Band,” impatiently looks over at her noodling guitarist, and finally begins. She is probably all of sixteen. “Listen,” she growls, full of force and verve, “I’ve got the sickest ambition.”


And another clip, shortly after she got her first record deal—“I didn’t sign with Sony, I signed with Island Def Jam,” she somewhat haughtily corrects the emcee—sitting behind the piano in a pink minidress and go-go boots. Here, too, she looks thoroughly pedestrian in her long black hair and thick bangs, but she has already started to go by Lady Gaga; this song, called “Wonderful,” is another ballad. Her vocals at this point are far more reminiscent of Christina Aguilera—she’s begun studying with Aguilera’s vocal coach—and this song, sonically and thematically, is very similar to Aguilera’s 2002 self-empowerment piano-ballad “Beautiful.” (“Wonderful” will eventually go to future American Idol contestant Adam Lambert, himself a performer given to high theatricality and heavy eye makeup.)


These clips are evidence of Gaga’s undeniable talent; they prove that she’s the real deal when it comes to musicianship, vocal ability, and commanding stage presence. Maybe she allows them to live because she cannot legally take them down, but maybe she allows them to live to show that she’s nobody’s puppet: not a creature of Auto-Tune (the software that manipulates off-key vocals into soulless perfection); not a lip-synching glitter queen, but a true artist with a voice and a vision. Also, in that last clip, she does claim to own a blow-up doll. “And I make love to it every night,” she says. So there are glimmers of the witty provocateur she will become.


To her devotees, however, there’s not much disconnect between the suburban-looking Stefani Germanotta and the dance-pop dominatrix Lady Gaga, and those who claim there is are quickly mocked for their overall naïveté. And this, too, is probably generational; her younger fans came of age when reality TV and DVD bonus tracks and the Internet exposed most of the sausage-making involved in attaining and retaining modern celebrity. There’s not much mystery left anymore, but Gaga, so far, is working both sides of that expertly.


It’s hard to think of a recent celebrity who seemed to emerge from nowhere, who’s captivated the attention of such wide swaths of people, and about whom next to nothing is known. Her backstory was intentionally limited; you didn’t know the details of her childhood, whether she suffered any traumatic domestic episodes, who she was dating, who her friends were. She’s not been shot stumbling out of a trendy nightclub or party filled with other young celebrities; she’s been able to credibly claim that she’s really not of that world, has no real celebrity friends, and has no interest in anything but her art. She’s posited herself as none of her peers have: a blank slate, a creature of self-invention, an object of emotional projection and wish-fulfillment. Prince pulled it off, Bowie, too, but both did it before the Internet, and both did it without the warmth Gaga has been able to exude; their mystery seemed born of an essential coldness, a disaffection with the human race. It was totally believable that both belonged to an alien species. Gaga’s seems born of genuinely feeling like the misfit she’s claimed to be. She seems human.


So it’s no surprise that tracks from a 2009-released demo EP called “Red and Blue”—this one sounding like a cross between Avril Lavigne and Alanis Morrissette, more pissed-off mall rat than lovelorn poetess—elicit world-weary debate among the YouTube commentariat.


For example:


“omg this song is so . . . non-perverted!!!! WHAT HAPPENED LADY GAGA?????!!. . . . maybe she went down the wrong path somewhere.”


“8kater, what makes the path she went down ‘wrong’? Had she kept down this path, she would never have been known.”


“if she made the same songs with the stefani persona do you think she would of sold records? Nope.”


“true these are really good, but what shes doing now is heard much more = more sales for the record companies.”


“Gaga herself has said that she was bored with being this angry white girl crooning and would have walked out on her performances. So when she was doing this she was selling out because she didn’t really like it. I’m not sure if she is 100 percent happy with what she’s doing now, but I’m sure she’s happy that she’s being different.”


Gaga’s own explanation for the yawning gap between then and now perfectly aligns with that last contention. “The way that I perform, people think it’s exhibitionist because it’s so theatrical,” she said in a previously unpublished interview. “But I tell you, there is something in me that I can’t help, and that is the girl who got made fun of all those years. And when I went to college, I got rid of her and I started to be something that I thought I was supposed to be. And when I went in with [my producer], he said, ‘I don’t know, why don’t you bring her out?’ Everything I tried to erase about myself, he loved. And so here we are.”


Here’s where the creation myth begins to unravel.


Her friends and fellow classmates at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, which Gaga attended for only a year, speak mainly to her laserlike focus. They don’t really remember who her friends were or what classes she took or which boys she dated or what parties she attended; they remember her working, performing, always hustling. Her NYU classmate Sheldrick recalls first meeting Stefani at the Alphabet Lounge in fall 2005, after his own set. Her opening line: “Hi, I’m Stefani. I’m trying to start a band. We need a guitar player.”


Sheldrick was good friends with Calvin Pia and Eli Silverman, already Stefani’s recruits. A few days later, on his way to audition for her band, he found himself at the address he’d been given, walking to a set of open sidewalk grates on the Lower East Side’s Ludlow Street, descending a metal staircase, then loping through a long, dirty, pipe-lined hallway until he reached a pocket of rooms in the back. He remembers thinking two things: that this below-ground rehearsal space was disgusting, and that they were probably all on the same page musically. He was into jam bands, as were Calvin and Eli. Stefani was conversant, if not proficient.


“If you looked at her, you’d think she was a jam-band chick,” Sheldrick says. “She had a heady, grimy vibe to her. I remember we played Phish’s ‘Down with Disease.’ We did some jam on a one-four-five progression kind of thing, and then after playing Phish for like twenty minutes she was like, ‘Can we play some of my songs now?’ ”


Sheldrick yielded. “I’m not the cool police, but I wasn’t really feeling it. I would characterize it as female Billy Joel, like, piano rock.” Sheldrick opted not to join the band, but would go to the gigs performed first as the Stefani Germanotta Band and then, for a time, as Stefani Live. “I always went to their shows,” he says. They were his friends; he wanted to be supportive. “However much I hate the Bitter End—that place blows—I went anyway.”


These performances were unadorned and straightforward. “It was all very normal, very singer-songwriter-y,” says her NYU friend Kallen, who played on several bills with her yet, with apology, says he doesn’t remember all that much. “It was just the Stefani Germanotta Band; she’d have her piano standing up. The band, to be honest—they weren’t that great. I always thought she was talented. I’m sure she realized, ‘I gotta do something unique.’ ”


At the same time, her father had asked Joe Vulpis, a producer and engineer who’d worked with Lindsay Lohan, if he’d do his daughter’s first demo, which was part of her audition to get into NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts—her childhood dream. The two men were friends who’d met through their membership in an Italian-American organization in Manhattan: “It’s a private club, like a country club–type place,” Vulpis says. “Giuliani’s a member. It’s real high-class.”


Her parents not only encouraged their daughter’s ambition, but were so actively involved in her burgeoning career that they seem to be among the first generation of “helicopter parents.” The term was introduced in 1990, and refers to parents who are overly invested, very protective. Joe would use his business connections to get his teenage daughter auditions with executives in the music industry; her mom, Cynthia, would escort young Stefani to nightclubs, beseeching them to allow her underage daughter to perform; they’d carry her gear, call upon extended family to show up for gigs. They knew she had a shot, was very gifted, though the self-generated myth that she’d learned to play the piano at age four—by ear—is another fabrication, as she told one of the very first people to interview her. (That person wishes to go unnamed.)


“When I was four, my mom sent me to a piano teacher—she came to the house—[and] I really hated it,” Gaga said. “I didn’t want to learn how to read music, or practice.” Her mother, she recalled, “wanted me to be a cultured young woman. She would make me sit at the piano for two hours. So I could just sit there, or I could play.”


Gaga did go on to say that she then learned largely by ear, because that was the way she wanted to, and that she was a born exhibitionist who demanded constant attention: “We’d be at dinner at a nice restaurant and I would be at the table dancing and using the breadsticks as a baton,” she said. “For babysitter interviews, I’d stand between the couches and strip and then I’d jump out naked. At, like, nine. Too old to be doing it.”


She thought about acting, too, and as she got older, her parents allowed her to pursue it on the weekends. But music was really her thing.


“I wrote my first song when I was thirteen,” Gaga said. “It was called ‘To Love Again.’ What a thirteen-year-old knows about love is hilarious.” She was fourteen when she began playing in downtown nightclubs. (Her six-years-younger sister, Natali, also expressed an interest in music; Gaga’s former producer, Rob Fusari, remembers being at dinners at the Germanottas’ massive apartment on the Upper West Side and picking up on tension between the two siblings. “I could tell that itch was starting,” Fusari says. “Her little sister would sit at the piano and want to show Stefani some of the things she was playing, and Stef would be like, ‘This is my thing. Don’t invade my territory.’ ”)


Vulpis, Joe Germonatta’s producer friend, had seen the Stefani Germanotta Band perform. He was dubious: “The band,” he says, “I wasn’t too fond of. But, you know, that’s what we—that’s what we were gifted with.” Plus, he liked Joe and thought Stefani had some talent. He and Stefani worked together for five or six months.


“She really wanted to be the bad girl rocker,” Vulpis says. They’d do “stripped-down rock, bad-girl rock, big power ballads, jazz standards.” She covered torch songs like “Someone to Watch Over Me” and Nat King Cole’s “Orange Colored Sky.”


When playing live with the band, Stefani tended toward the jammier stuff. She often performed a song called “Purple Monkey,” which, she said, was about “smoking weed, taking toke and hallucinating.” An olive branch to her Phish-loving cohorts, perhaps? None of her bandmates remembers her as a drug-user or heavy drinker; she was too ambitious for that.


“It had a really bluesy chorus,” she said, “and I’d beat on the piano and everyone would go crazy.” Columbia Records had people at that show, she said, scouting her. They were perplexed.


The problem, they told her: “ ‘We get the voice, but we don’t get the music.’ ” She added, “I had no fucking idea who I was. I had no clue.”


Vulpis’s recollection is different: “Stefani always knew what she wanted—maybe not right away, but she knew if she didn’t like something, to fix it,” he says. “She was definitely in charge.”


Kallen remembers Calvin Pia coming up to him with an interesting bit of news. “He said, ‘We all got kicked out of the Stefani Germanotta Band because she wants to do this new thing. She’s Lady Gaga.’ ”


Musician Wendy Starland first met Gaga, then Stefani, back in 2006, when Stefani was working as an intern for the renowned producer Irwin Robinson at Famous Music Publishing, which was a subsidiary of MTV’s parent company Viacom (in 2007, Sony/ATV Music Publishing bought the company, then ranked among the industry’s Top 10). Famous Music was located in a Midtown office building, on Broadway, not far from the famed Brill Building, home to Phil Spector, Carole King, Burt Bacharach, and many other American pop powerhouses. Starland was in the office all the time; Stefani was Robinson’s coffee fetcher and phone answerer.


Stefani, Wendy says, would compliment her profusely, raving about her songwriting abilities as she put Starland’s press packets together. “There was a song of mine called ‘Stolen Love,’ ” Starland recalls, “and she said, ‘I play it over and over again; it meant a lot to me.’ Like, ‘I love your music.’ She’s very smart. She knows about people; she knows how to handle people. She’s great at getting her way.”


Starland is sitting in a booth at the upscale-yet-casual Coffee Shop on Union Square, where she has been taking meetings with producers for the past five hours. A well-groomed girl with fair skin, no makeup, and long, wavy black hair, she looks like a more conventionally pretty Minnie Driver. She is dressed very conservatively, in a cream-colored Talbots-style V-neck sweater and plain, pale pink pants. To look at her, you would never guess that she was in the music industry. She seems more like a banker, or a real estate broker. She ejects herself from the booth about three times over five hours in order to go to the bathroom and calm down; talking about Gaga, even now, makes her very uneasy. “I’m so nervous,” she says. “[But] this is all the truth.”


When she met Stefani at Famous Music, Starland—whose own poppy, romantic sound is reminiscent of Natasha Bedingfield—was also working as a scout for the New Jersey–based producer Fusari, who’d produced number one hits for Will Smith, Destiny’s Child, Whitney Houston, and Jessica Simpson. Fusari had made enough money for enough people that he was now in a rare position: If he could discover someone, mold and shape them and sell them to a label, he stood to make a substantial profit off his discovery.


Fusari had tasked Starland with finding a girl who was twenty-five years old or younger, who, in his words, “could be the lead singer of the Strokes”—a female version of that band’s rumpled, woozy front man Julian Casablancas. Stefani was not that. But when Starland shared a bill with her in June of 2006 at another generic, un–rock ’n’ roll venue called the Cutting Room, on 24th Street in Manhattan’s Flatiron District, she knew that Stefani definitely had something, which was Fusari’s number one criterion.


“He said, ‘She doesn’t have to be drop-dead gorgeous, she doesn’t have to even have the best talent in the world,’ ” Starland recalls. “ ‘The necessary requirements are: You can’t take your eyes off of her.’ ”


For her part, Stefani made sure that Starland would see her performance: “I got to the venue early to sound check,” Starland recalls, “and she came up to me and was like, ‘You remember me, Stefani? I was the intern for Irwin Robinson? We’re going to be performing tonight, you should come check it out.’ ”


Starland remembers her train of thought while watching Stefani at the piano: The songs need polishing. The band has to go. She sounds way too much like Fiona Apple. What is this girl wearing? She looks like she’s ready to Jazzercize. This performance is beautiful. This girl has guts.


“After the show,” says Starland, “I took her by the wrist and said to her, ‘I’m about to change your life.’ It was that cinematic.”


The girls went outside and Starland dialed Fusari; Stefani’s bandmate/boyfriend was around somewhere, but Starland says he was so nondescript she can’t recall much about him. “Stefani wore the pants in that relationship,” says Starland. “I was like, ‘Your girlfriend has huge balls and she’s really got something,’ and he was like, ‘Yeah, she does.’ ” A few minutes after that exchange, Starland told Stefani she’d have to ditch the band, which meant ditching the boyfriend. “She doesn’t bat an eye,” Starland says. “Trust me, the boyfriend was gone a week later.”


Gaga remembered that night much the same way: “Wendy Starland came up to me and says, ‘Holy fucking shit, you have elephant balls for a chick!’ She sinks her fingers into my arm and pulls me outside and looks me dead in the eye and says, ‘I’m about to change your life.’ And she calls up Rob and says, ‘I’ve found her.’ ”


“This is 2006, the year record sales were tanking,” says Brendan Sullivan, a New York City DJ who would befriend Gaga a few months later. “This is the year when no one wanted to hear anything ‘still’—it’s the Strokes and Interpol and everything is really fuzzed out, and the Killers are so big. Everything has a funk pedal. But when you hear Gaga, the notes are crystal clear. She really stood out. It was refreshing to hear her.”


Fusari, meanwhile, had been roused from a sound sleep. “He said, ‘Why are you waking me up?’ ” says Starland. “And I said, ‘I found the girl. Trust me. We’re gonna change her style, we’re gonna write all new songs, we’re gonna get a whole new band, and produce her totally differently.’ ”


Fusari went to Stefani’s website, took a look and a listen while Starland held the line, and got further incensed. “He said, ‘Wendy, this is not going to happen. Don’t waste my time.’ And I said, ‘Don’t listen to these recordings, it’s about who she is live.’ Then, according to Starland, Fusari expressed concern about Stefani’s look; Starland kept pushing. “Stefani’s standing right there,” she says. “She hears this.” Throughout all the criticism, the future Gaga remained unfazed. “She just wants to get to Rob.”


Wendy put Stefani on the phone.


“That,” she says, “was my first mistake.” Had she only gotten something in writing, she says, that established herself as more than a freelance talent scout, she would have had so much more leverage down the line, when she found herself no longer needed.


At Starland’s urging, Fusari checked out Stefani’s next gig a few weeks later. “It was some shitty little club on First or Second Avenue, some hole in the wall, same sucky band,” Starland says. After the set, Fusari called Starland. “Wendy,” he said, “honestly, are you kidding me? Are you fucking kidding me?”


Stefani didn’t speak to Fusari at all that night, but she saw him leave right after the set and knew what that meant. Stefani called Starland “incessantly,” she says. “I was like, ‘Don’t worry.’ She’s panicked. Very concerned.” Starland says that Stefani had the absolute right reaction. “She wasn’t crazy at all. It was 100 percent slipping out of her grasp.”


Stefani was also running out of time: Nine months prior, her father had allowed her to drop out of college to pursue a record deal, and if it didn’t happen within his time frame, back to college she went. She’d gotten a tiny, three-hundred-square-foot apartment on the Lower East Side, a clear downgrade from her parents’ luxurious apartment in a doorman building on the Upper West Side. She was living alone, but she hated to be alone. The façade of her parents’ building is nothing special; it looks like an anonymous, bland, cream-colored postwar structure. Those who have been inside say the apartment is warm but lavish, with two or possibly three floors. Stefani and her sister, Natali, had their own bedrooms upstairs. The focal point of the living room was an oil painting of the family, done when the girls were very young, that hung over the mantel. From her parents’ place on a very quiet uptown sidestreet, Stefani was within walking distance of Lincoln Center, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and Central Park, in a neighborhood where everything was very clean, very orderly, very expensive, and very safe.


She’d left that homogeneous safety zone for life eighty blocks downtown, which doesn’t sound so far away but is the polar opposite of uptown. Downtown New York City is a mash-up of cultures, the very rich and the very poor, the corporate and the counterculture. She was toggling two different worlds and was increasingly at loose ends. She’d sometimes spend the night sleeping in her old bedroom uptown, where, unlike on the dirty, sketchy Lower East Side, there was little crime and no street noise. She could regress and retreat.


Two weeks after the gig, Fusari agreed to have one meeting with Stefani.
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