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To Jay and Maddy, the greatest content
created in the noughties











I don’t think we’ve even seen the tip of the iceberg. I think the potential of what the internet is going to do to society, both good and bad, is unimaginable. I think we’re actually on the cusp of something exhilarating and terrifying … It’s an alien life form.


David Bowie (1999)


I didn’t feel bad because they were rich and famous and knew what they were signing up for.


Perez Hilton (2011)
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Introduction


‘A reasonable expectation of privacy’


This is a book about nine women so famous, you know them by their first names alone. Britney. Paris. Lindsay. Aaliyah. Janet. Amy. Kim. Chyna. Jen. It’s about what celebrity did to them, how they changed celebrity, and why the early part of this century was such a monstrous time to be famous and female. It’s about how the concept of privacy came undone and why that was a catastrophe for women. In the strange, febrile years of the noughties, the women in this book lived outsize lives in the popular imagination. Their bodies, their image, their personal dramas were all dissected in minutest detail across tabloid magazines and gossip blogs. Those of us who came of age around the millennium lived through Britney’s descent from virginal schoolgirl to public disgrace, through Paris’s sex tape, through Lindsay’s partying. We lived through Aaliyah’s death (and the peculiar coyness around her relationship with the man who publicly groomed her), through Janet’s humiliation in Nipplegate, through Amy’s destruction by the addictions she romanticised in her music. We lived through Kim’s triumphant assault on fame, through Chyna’s decline from athletic trailblazer to train wreck, through the tabloid creation of ‘Sad Jen’ and the incessant speculation over whether she’d have children.


When I say we ‘lived through’ these things, I don’t mean merely that they happened while we were alive. Nor do I mean they were somehow ordeals that we, the public, had to suffer. (Whatever suffering there was, it belonged to the women this book is about.) What I mean is that the stories of these women, as told by the tabloid press and celebrity blogs, became vehicles through which we made sense of our own existence. For the public, tearing these women to pieces was both a social activity and a form of divination. In the entrails of their reputations, we hunted for clues about what a woman ought to be, and this has always been one of the functions of celebrity women.


Writing in the seventies, film critic Molly Haskell described the female screen stars of Hollywood’s golden age as ‘two-way mirrors linking the immediate past with the immediate future’.1 The cast of this book – four singers, two actresses, two reality stars and a pro wrestler – were the two-way mirrors of the Millennial era. Fame has always been psychologically devastating to many of those it touches, and the media has often been cruel to women. But thanks to a peculiar mixture of new technology and old misogyny, the women I write about experienced a kind of hypertrophied celebrity that had never existed before. All the wrenching forces of the digital revolution were focused through them. Unsurprisingly, some of them shattered.


This book begins, though, with the story of an anonymous sixteen-year-old in a branch of Target in Tulsa, Oklahoma. In 2006, the girl stopped to look at some greetings cards, and a man stopped to look at her. His name was Riccardo Ferrante, and he was thirty-three. CCTV footage caught him crouching down beside her and using a digital camera to take pictures up her skirt while she browsed obliviously; a security guard saw the incident and notified the police. It was an open-and-shut case of voyeurism. Ferrante had seen a TV item about upskirting and been inspired to try it himself: he told police that ‘he was a leg man and that he had intended to take pictures of her legs’.2 It was also a sign of a growing problem, according to Corporal Mark Mears of the Tulsa Police: ‘With digital cameras and phone cameras, it’s very easy to get video. There’s been, you can ask our cyber crimes guys, many of these that end up on the internet.’3 At least in this case, the alleged perpetrator had been brought before the court. Then, in 2007, Judge Tom Gillert ordered that the charges against Ferrante be dismissed on the grounds that ‘the person photographed was not in a place where she had a reasonable expectation of privacy’, and in 2008, an appeals court concurred.4 By being in a public space, the girl was understood to have made the most intimate parts of her body available to anyone who cared to look.5


Formally, this ruling was gender neutral: men as well as women could have no reasonable expectation of privacy in the Target stationery aisle. Practically, privacy had a different import depending on your sex: men were in no danger of being upskirted. ‘The legal concept of privacy,’ noted feminist legal scholar Catharine A. MacKinnon in 1989, ‘can and has shielded the place of battery, marital rape, and women’s exploited domestic labor.’ The right to privacy functioned as ‘a right of men “to be let alone” to oppress women one at a time’.6 The Oklahoma legislature tightened its ‘Peeping Tom’ statute following the case,7 but the same problem arose elsewhere. In 2014, a Boston man who upskirted women on the subway was exonerated on the same grounds.8


The violation Ferrante committed would not have been possible before the introduction of small, light point-and-shoot digital cameras in the early noughties. In fact, at the same time that Ferrante was being arrested for upskirting, professional photographers were taking exactly the same kind of picture, with no risk of police attention. The difference was that the paparazzi were doing it to famous women. The website Fleshbot, which covered pornography and was part of the Gawker stable of blogs, routinely published upskirt pictures of celebrities and maintained a conveniently cynical attitude towards its subjects. ‘We always had a suspicion that when Britney, Lindsay, Paris, et al., “accidentally” flash their lady business to the paparazzi that it’s a lot more calculated than their publicists would want you to believe. After all, there’s no easier way to get your attention than to show some hoohah to your adoring public,’ declared a 2007 post.9 There were even sites, like the charmingly named Hollywood Tuna, dedicated to cataloguing compromising shots of famous women.


Readers saw the posts and assumed – with a nudge from the copy – that the women in question were sloppy exhibitionists. What they couldn’t see was the way such pictures were obtained. In 2009, Harry Potter actress Emma Watson described how her eighteenth birthday celebrations in London had been mobbed by photographers. ‘I realised that overnight I’d become fair game,’ she told the Daily Mail. ‘I had a party in town and the pavements were just knee-deep with photographers trying to get a shot of me looking drunk, which wasn’t going to happen … The sickest part was when one photographer lay down on the floor to get a shot up my skirt. The night it was legal for them to do it, they did it. I woke up the next day and felt completely violated by it all.’10 If an unknown sixteen-year-old in Target could have no ‘reasonable expectation of privacy’, such a right certainly didn’t apply to a famous eighteen-year-old out celebrating.


Nor did the ‘reasonable expectation of privacy’ extend to pictures which had been taken privately and then somehow made their way into public view. In September 2007, nudes purportedly of High School Musical star Vanessa Hudgens (then eighteen) appeared on Fleshbot and the website IDontLikeYouInThatWay.11 Fleshbot concluded that the identification was probably ‘wishful thinking’, and the full-frontal bedroom shots were likely to be of some other teen with ‘cute but bland features’. It published them nonetheless. Actually, the shots were legit, as Hudgens’s representative confirmed to TMZ: ‘This was a photo which was taken privately. It is a personal matter and it is unfortunate that this has become public.’12 (Presumably, the pictures had been either hacked from a cloud server or leaked by the original recipient, whoever that was.) This did not lead to any introspection about the ethics of posting such pictures. Nor did the fact that Hudgens was probably under eighteen when the pictures were taken: Fleshbot noted that the nudes didn’t feature Hudgens’s navel piercing but not the significance of her having got that piercing when she was only sixteen.13 Then again, it had been happy to hit Publish when it believed the pictures were of an unknown girl, of unknown age, with no indication of how they had been acquired. Even in your own bedroom, there was no reasonable expectation of privacy.


This was a time when feminism could not have been more needed. And yet, perversely, it was a time when women’s liberation had been declared prematurely redundant. Things that the second wave of feminism had worked hard to make socially unacceptable – pornography, sexualisation, painful beauty standards – now made a resurgence. Only, this time, rather than being imposed on women by men, women appeared to be embracing them voluntarily. ‘This new raunch culture didn’t mark the death of feminism … it was evidence that the feminist project had already been achieved,’ wrote Ariel Levy in her 2005 book, Female Chauvinist Pigs: Women and the Rise of Raunch Culture. ‘We’d earned the right to look at Playboy; we were empowered enough to get Brazilian waxes. Women had come so far, I learned, we no longer needed to worry about objectification and misogyny. Instead, it was time for us to join the frat party of pop culture, where men had been enjoying themselves all along.’14 Levy was sceptical about this, but many were not. And besides, the more the public sphere adopted the pornified standards of the internet, the greater the exclusion faced by anyone who declined to participate.


If the noughties had a spirit of the age, it was probably embodied by Riccardo Ferrante, Tulsa’s legally authorised upskirter. Which is why I think of the period covered by this book as the ‘Upskirt Decade’. It begins in 1998, with the release of Britney’s debut ‘ … Baby One More Time’ and ends with the feminist backlash to Robin Thicke’s single ‘Blurred Lines’ in 2013. History does not always fit within neat parameters. In The White Album, Joan Didion identifies the key years of the sixties as 1966 to 1971. The long nineteenth century runs from the French Revolution to the outbreak of the First World War. My focus here is on a kind of ‘long noughties’: fifteen years in which the world became so altered, it is hard now to recapture what it meant to live through them. Many of the incidents in this book seem improbably outrageous now the internet has become a settled part of life, subject to laws and norms. But in the time I describe, the digital world was a kind of Wild West. It was argued – and, more importantly, it was felt – that copyright, privacy, indecency and libel were all concepts that could have no force online.


I was sixteen at the start of 1998. In 2013, I turned thirty-two. The years I’ve covered in this book marked my passage from childhood to adulthood, but they also marked the passage of the internet from novelty to utility. At the start of this period, 30 per cent of the US population had access to the internet. (As late as 2005, gossip blogger Perez Hilton was spending most of his days in a coffee shop because he didn’t have a connection at his home.)15 By 2013, 71 per cent of the US population was online. In the United Kingdom, the rise was starker still: from 14 per cent to 90 per cent.16 The increase in time spent online is even more instructive. In 2005, UK users spent an average of ten hours a week on the internet; a decade later, that figure had doubled, and the way people were accessing the internet had changed, too, with the widespread adoption of smartphones and the rise of social media.17


This change brought convenience and innovation, and much that is to be celebrated. It is not the argument of this book that the internet is bad. But any mass technological shift brings social change with it, and the digital revolution of the early twenty-first century affected men and women unequally because it exploded the distinction of ‘private’ and ‘public’ that had been more or less stable since the Industrial Revolution. As the Tulsa example showed, both public life and privacy were concepts that applied differently depending on whether you had a male or female body. At the same time, women were entering into public life in greater numbers than ever before and making decisions about their private lives that were of considerable public import – specifically, deferring having children or declining motherhood altogether. Fame is the phenomenon of private individuals en masse developing one-sided personal relationships towards public figures, which makes it the place where public and private collide. And so famous women were where all the stresses of the noughties were brought to bear. A common complaint about the noughties’ celebrity culture was that it was the manifestation of a degraded, trivial society (a complaint often made, perversely, by the celebrity culture’s most avid participants), and perhaps it was, but it was also a reaction to the era’s most momentous happening.


The internet was a public place – the often-used metaphor of the town square made that clear – experienced in the privacy between user and screen. It allowed the private self to merge into the professional world of the workplace, where computer workers could check personal email and browse the web while they were on the clock. And it allowed the public life of the workplace to seep into areas previously reserved for the private self. In 2007 in the New York Times, one writer issued a frazzled wail in response to the power wielded over him by his BlackBerry (yet to be displaced by the iPhone as the default smartphone): ‘Keeping out of touch is not a serious option, unless all systems were to crash everywhere. Nowadays, there is almost nowhere left to hide.’18 As the range of messaging platforms expanded and the expectation of constant availability grew, it was a problem that would only become more acute. On message boards and social media, users often behaved as though they were in a private space, communicating among friends, only to realise belatedly that they were actually on public platforms, broadcasting to the world. The term context collapse described the strains this created.19 In 2009, businesswoman Penelope Trunk caused a minor global incident when she live-tweeted her miscarriage during a board meeting. ‘Twitter is not a public forum,’ she wrote in an article for the Guardian about her experience.20 But, clearly, it was. It just didn’t always feel like one while you were using it.


The expression ‘nowhere left to hide’ described, too, the panopticon effect of mass digital camera ownership. Paparazzi were more pervasive, and more agile, than ever before: it would be considerably harder to get down in the gutter with a bulky analogue camera, while the move from physical rolls of film to digital memory cards freed up photographers to take more pictures, which could then be processed near-instantly. The concept of relative privacy in a public place died everywhere as it had died in Tulsa – another kind of context collapse, as places once moderately ‘private’ for celebrities (the insides of cars, the outsides of clubs) became unambiguously public. The proliferation of photography created new opportunities for the gossip magazines. Tabloids such as Us Weekly, Star and (in the United Kingdom) Heat had access to more shots than ever before, out of which they could conjure more celebrity speculation than ever before. Even if there was no news about a popular star in a certain week, a creative editor could always spin a story around a fleeting moment digitally captured. After all, the magazines needed to give their readers something: competition from the internet was eating into print sales, and a tantalising front page could make all the difference at the newsstand.21


But because magazines fundamentally relied on access to their subjects, there were still some things too explosively true or too scurrilously false for them to say. This was where the bloggers came in. ‘I don’t give a fuck about publicists,’ boasted Perez Hilton in his book Red Carpet Suicide. ‘I don’t need access to their clients, and I don’t have to keep them happy. I will rarely kill an item, because all gossip items were created equal! They are an inalienable right.’22 For the blogs, celebrities were to be treated with an odd mixture of obsession and disgust. ‘Updated daily, we will give you the real scoop. A brutally honest perspective on the stench we call celebrities,’ promised Hollywood Tuna.23 If the blogs were forced to take themselves seriously – which rarely happened, given that the signature tone of the noughties was an aggressive glibness – they would present themselves as a redistributive force, taking from the coddled elite of stardom and giving to the public. Or they would appeal to digital fatalism, as though their actions were not actions at all but, rather, an ineluctable consequence of the internet.


One of the ‘fun’ features of Gawker was ‘Gawker Stalker’, a map providing instant updates on the locations of celebrities based on reader tips. (The internet, though libertarian in its underlying philosophy, often turned out to be totalitarian in effect.) When Jimmy Kimmel took Gawker editor Emily Gould to task about this on CNN in 2007, she responded with a post that cast offended celebs as entitled whiners demanding special treatment: ‘It must be hard to be a celebrity and have people say mean things about you! The thing is, though, that everyone who’s at all in the public eye, “celebrity” or no, is now subject to being insulted by anyone at any time, thanks to an innovation that makes it possible for anyone with a computer and a wireless connection to track people down and say mean things about them via email (that stands for “electronic mail”!) message or blog (sorry, “Web Log”!) post.’24 Gould presented her website’s work here as the morally neutral outcome of impersonal technological forces. Anyone who complained about the privacy implications was only demonstrating their own redundancy. (Gould left Gawker less than a year later, having ‘realized the whole enterprise was bad for me and probably the world’.)25


It was fortunate for Gawker that Gould was a woman and Kimmel was a man. It helped to conceal an unsavoury truth about the way fame fell differently on the sexes. Maybe the perfect example of the noughties’ attitude to the famous was the so-called Bling Ring – five middle-class LA teens, a boy and four girls (plus one older man), who stole more than $3 million of jewellery and designer goods from various celebrities between 2008 and 2009. (A Vanity Fair article about them was adapted into the 2013 movie The Bling Ring, directed by Sofia Coppola and starring Emma Watson.) Their victims included Paris and Lindsay, as well as Megan Fox and Rachel Bilson, among others. The thieves used the gossip blogs to work out when their targets would be out of town – exactly the kind of intrusion that Kimmel had warned would result from reporting celebrity locations in real time. Paris was their first victim because, the thieves reasoned, she would be ‘dumb’. Part of their motivation was certainly financial, but that doesn’t explain why they deliberately took small amounts of goods with the intention of going back again and again, or why their victims were almost exclusively young women who all shared a particular celebrity profile. (While they did burgle two men, both male victims were living with women who were the primary targets.) It doesn’t explain why the thieves wore rather than fenced the designer clothes they took.


LAPD officer Brett Goodkin, the lead investigator, told journalist Nancy Jo Sales that he was struck by the ‘stalkerish’ quality of the offences: ‘It may be a stretch, but is wanting to wear somebody’s clothes that different from wanting to wrap yourself up in their skin, like that guy in The Silence of the Lambs?’26 Burglary is usually imagined as a simple property crime. Actually, a great many burglaries are sexually motivated: for the perpetrator, breaching the house is a metaphor for breaching the victim’s body.27 The Bling Ring was not acting out of righteous disgust at fame, but more likely out of a desire to possess and violate the famous – a living reenactment of the ‘Cry Me a River’ music video in which Justin Timberlake takes his revenge on a cheating girlfriend who looks like Britney – and that desire was reinforced and abetted by the media they consumed. At the time of the arrests, one of the girls involved was being filmed for her own reality show (and she later ended up sharing a jail block with Lindsay Lohan).28 Rather than being tactfully shelved, the series – called Pretty Wild – was broadcast on E!, home of Keeping Up with the Kardashians, in 2010.29 (Meanwhile, Gawker, though it labelled the Bling Ring burglars ‘terrifying’ and ‘insane’, continued to post Gawker Stalker items until 2013.)30


The division of public and private has always been fraught for women in a way it hasn’t been for men. The fact that women were identified with the domestic sphere made it questionable whether they had any right to public life at all. When public toilets were established in Victorian London, men’s facilities were easily and widely accepted, but there was entrenched hostility towards providing the same for women: the reasoning, roughly, was that a decent woman should never be far from her house, so why would she need a public toilet?31 By anthropologist Mary Douglas’s definition, dirt is ‘matter out of place’, and to a society that believed a woman’s place was in the home, a woman on the streets was dirt. Jack the Ripper’s victims were classed as prostitutes not because there was evidence that they all sold sex, but simply because they had been in a public space when they were murdered.32 In 1910, when the suffragettes marched on Parliament on what became known as Black Friday – a public assertion of women’s right to a part in public life – the police put them down not merely with violence but with sexual assault, grabbing the protesters’ breasts.33 Women belonged to the private realm, and when they left it, they became public women, implicitly accessible to anyone, or any man – a logic that reached across centuries and continents and, eventually, modems to create the inescapable snare of the Upskirt Decade. Britney, Paris, Lindsay, Aaliyah, Janet, Amy, Kim, Chyna and Jen had all sought recognition; therefore, they had forfeited all boundaries. For women, attention was the vampire you invited in once and could never expel.


It’s a truism that the internet never forgets, but it does decay. While it may be impossible to destroy any specific piece of information, the fabric of the internet itself is constantly eroding. Servers close. Websites disappear. URLs change, and the links are never updated, leaving a trail of clicks that end on 404 Error messages. More subtly, there’s the problem of the internet’s perpetual present: when a site is redesigned, old pages are served with the same look as the new ones, making it impossible to put the past into its proper context. Thanks to the internet, the noughties were more thickly documented than any era before; also thanks to the internet, that documentation turned out to be astonishingly fragile. One of the things I wanted to do with this book (and could only attempt thanks to the Wayback Machine, a website that preserves archived versions of web pages) was to recover what was lost – not just to establish a chronology of the Upskirt Decade, but also to re-create the sensation of life in that hectic time. And the hardest aspect of the past to reconstruct is our ignorance.


This book could have been written only after the reckoning of MeToo. Movie producer Harvey Weinstein’s overdue encounter with justice, thanks to the women who spoke out about his abuses and the reporters who put that testimony on the record in 2017, led to two crucial things.34 First, it encouraged other women to talk about their own experiences in the period I write about. Second, it created a public appetite to hear those stories, and to reassess the past in their light. The unspoken facts of female lives have long been a kind of dark matter, apparent only in their effects. That some women’s entertainment careers would mysteriously founder, while others slid into self-destruction – this appeared to be a natural law, inexplicable but inarguable. Now we can understand that the wasted talent and tabloid flameouts were, in many cases, only the visible consequences of a mass system of sexual harassment, assault and discrimination. Actress Rose McGowan has attested to being one of Weinstein’s victims. But prior to MeToo, she tended to be presented in the media as something of a difficult woman, sabotaged by her own abrasiveness as much as by Hollywood sexism.35 Speaking to the journalist Ronan Farrow about her assault after Weinstein’s conviction for rape in 2020, McGowan said, ‘It altered my life in such a monstrous way. Because also, at this point, I was already well known … and now all of a sudden you get raped and blacklisted. So then what do you do? What job do you go get? You’re trapped. You’re stuck.’36 Only with knowledge of the crimes committed by Weinstein in private can the public life of the women he abused be comprehended.


Still, I hope I have avoided the historian’s sin of applying the values of the present to the past. We could not know what was coming: alongside the slow shock of the internet, the period I’ve covered saw the shattering abruptions of 9/11 and the 2008 financial crisis. In these latter two cases, events provided a drastic demonstration that a common understanding of the world was inadequate and would have to be retired. Where the catastrophe was immediate and visible, so, too, was the adjustment. In the case of the internet, a more subtle realignment took place. Many people were likely unaware of their attitudes changing, even as concepts around the public sphere and celebrity shifted radically in one direction and then another. Beliefs must be appropriate to the circumstances, and as the circumstances changed, other beliefs were quietly established.


Britney, Paris, Lindsay, Aaliyah, Janet, Amy, Kim, Chyna and Jen were all both subject to that process and sometimes participants in it. They appear in each other’s stories. They sometimes did things you might disapprove of, as well as being the recipients of monstrous wrongs. ‘Half victims, half accomplices, like everyone else,’ in Simone de Beauvoir’s formulation. How else could they be human? If this book succeeds in anything, I hope it is in leaving the conviction that these women – fetishised and objectified as they have been – are, after all, only humans who were forced to make imperfect choices within horrifyingly imperfect conditions. But, ultimately, I do not know these women as people. I only know them as celebrities. I only know their personas. I only know them as two-way mirrors linking the immediate past to the immediate future. We look into them to see who we were and who we might yet become.









1


Britney: Fame


‘I’m Mrs. “Extra! Extra! This Just In”’


[image: image]


It ends in 2008 with a young woman strapped to a gurney, hemmed in by photographers, the legend ‘CRAZYTOWN EXPRESS’ stamped underneath her image.1 But it starts ten years earlier, with a video: a chunky loafer kicking impatiently against the leg of a school desk; a pencil tapping on a notepad; an institutional-looking clock ticking with agonising slowness towards three, and a girl watching it. She’s pretty in a soft-faced way, blonde hair pulled into pigtails and held in place with fluffy pink ties. Then the bell tears apart the quiet and the boredom, and, at the same time, pulsing piano chords break into the soundtrack. Led by the girl, the class spills out into the corridor – this is a classic American high school, the kind of place you know even if you don’t know it, part of the universal grammar of being a teenager laid down by Hollywood – and starts dancing. The song was released in the United States in 1998 and was already a hit there, but when I first see it in the United Kingdom, it’s February 1999. I’m seventeen, the girl in the video is sixteen, and I can’t look away, can’t break my attention from the melodrama of it all. ‘Oh baby, baby,’ the girl sings, in a way that falls somewhere between abject and accusing, ‘how was I supposed to know?’


Her white shirt is tied above her waist to reveal her midriff and unbuttoned to below her cleavage, showing her black bra. In the gap between her thigh-high socks and skirt hem, there’s a flash of skin, a mix of innocence and availability that is pure Humbert Humbert fantasy. I’d read Lolita the summer before, sprawled on the back lawn with the sun on my bare legs. The cover of my edition was a painting by Balthus called Girl and Cat, the subject reclining on a wooden bench with one sloppily socked leg hitched up, staring down the painter while the painter stares back at the white of her exposed knickers. The girl in the video has the same expression as the girl in the Balthus painting, her mouth gently set and unsmiling, dark eyes wide and frank.


Sometimes the camera cuts to the girl on her own, leaning against the wall, looking up in supplication: she begs for a sign, dragging the word sign out into a five-syllable cascade of agony, before she makes her demand – ‘And hit me baby one more time!’ I watch the ‘ … Baby One More Time’ video to the end and am immediately and forever a Britney Spears fan.


‘Baby’ is a great song, but more than that, it’s an extraordinary arrival: every component of the Britney persona is established by the end of it. Her vocal is a perfectly controlled performance of losing control, half unstoppable purpose (‘Hit me!’), and half frantic self-abnegation (‘When I’m not with you, I lose my mind!’). Half child tendering her bruised naïveté and half woman: the drive of ‘Baby’ is unquestionably adult, and that’s almost entirely a product of Britney’s delivery. The song, with its escalating intensity and never-quite-resolved tension, feels like unrequited longing rendered into music, but the lyrics are tame. Aside from the masochistic double entendre of the chorus, there’s not a single line you could describe as definitively sexual, and even the chorus was an accident, claimed songwriter Max Martin. He told the press that, being Swedish and not a native English speaker, he’d taken ‘hit’ to be US slang for ‘call’, in the sense of ‘hit me up’, and written the song in all unknowingness. ‘Baby’ was turned down by the R&B girl group TLC, who objected to the violent implications: ‘No disrespect to Britney. It’s good for her,’ Tionne ‘T-Boz’ Watkins of the band told MTV in 2013. ‘But was I going to say “hit me baby one more time”? Hell no!’ Tellingly, by the time the song became Britney’s, the words ‘hit me’ in the title had been replaced by a teasing set of ellipses: someone besides T-Boz seemed to have spotted the issue.*2


Britney took the provocation and turned it into the whole text of the song. She later told Rolling Stone journalist Rob Sheffield that she’d spent the evening before the ‘Baby’ recording session listening to Soft Cell’s 1981 version of ‘Tainted Love’, another anthem of longing that ends up luxuriating in its own submission: singer Marc Almond starts by begging a lover to stay away, but come the outro, he’s pleading to be touched. The aim, Britney explained to Sheffield, was always to sound ‘sexy’.3


Everything about Britney’s image asserted her innocence, and everything about that innocence’s ostentatious performance encouraged at least one part of the audience to imagine her despoiling. There was a collective thrill over her having been a presenter on the Disney Channel’s Mickey Mouse Club – what could be more perfect a symbol of all-American girlhood than that? Her publicity even made explicit reference to her intact hymen. She wore a ‘purity ring’, then popular among Christian teenagers in the United States, which signalled her formal commitment to remain a virgin until marriage – and this, it was expected, would be to her sweetheart and fellow teen pop sensation, Justin Timberlake, of the boy band ’NSync.


But the value of a virginity consists, ultimately, in its taking: a ‘mystery businessman’ allegedly approached Britney’s record company to offer £7.5 million (the equivalent of £13 million today) for hers, and somehow the bid was leaked to the public, along with a quote from Britney calling this indecent proposal ‘disgusting’. There was something deeply cynical about the way this information came to be reported. ‘Britney Spears swirls her virginity about like a tasselled nipple,’ wrote journalist Polly Vernon in the Guardian, before adding that ‘the truly vile part of Britney’s uniquely confused and confusing sexuality is that men find it so utterly intoxicating.’4 But this, I knew from my Nabokov, was the essence of the ‘nymphet’ – the adolescent girls Humbert Humbert devotes himself to in Lolita, who, the character explains, exist on the fault line between ‘the beastly and the beautiful’, utterly naïve of their own depraving influence.5


Britney’s image played so explicitly with the Lolita trope, it seemed impossible she wasn’t doing it knowingly. In a 1999 shoot for Rolling Stone, photographer David LaChapelle captured her in her teenage bedroom, dolls ranked behind her, dressed in white knickers and a white push-up bra, lips parted and eyes wide. She had to be doing this on purpose. Didn’t she? Part of the genius of Britney’s presentation was that she addressed multiple markets simultaneously through the same imagery. To the tween girl sector (the audience she fostered through mall tours early in her career), she was the idealised version of what they might become post-puberty. To adult men, she was the perfect instance of pliant femininity. And to those who, like me, had crossed the boundary of female adolescence, she offered a model for the scrutinised life that seemed an inevitable aspect of being female. ‘A woman must continually watch herself. She is almost continually accompanied by her own image of herself,’ wrote John Berger in the 1972 book Ways of Seeing. ‘She has to survey everything she is and everything she does because how she appears to others, and ultimately how she appears to men, is of crucial importance to what is usually thought of as the success of her life. Her own sense of being in herself is supplanted by a sense of being appreciated as herself by another.’6


Britney, with her unimpeachable command of the grammar of the male gaze, appeared to have mastered the business of being an object. She was, whether instinctively or calculatedly, an expert in being looked at. In her 2005 book Female Chauvinist Pigs, feminist writer Ariel Levy identified Britney as the exemplar of a culture that valued ‘the appearance of sexiness, not the existence of sexual pleasure’ in women. Britney, wrote Levy, was a ‘shiny, waxy [blonde] who used to tell us over and over again that sex was something [she] sang about, not something [she] actually engaged in’.7 This was not a positive thing. But at the same age as Britney, I wanted to believe that the devouring threat of male desire could be neutered, captured, turned back on itself through the power of girlish self-awareness. I Blu-Tacked a poster of the LaChapelle portrait up on my own bedroom wall, making Britney a kind of patron saint of sexual knowingness. When her debut album came out (also called … Baby One More Time), the US cover showed her kneeling and looking up at the camera, head cocked ingratiatingly, legs slightly parted so you could almost (not quite) see up her denim mini, a discreet blur of shadow rather than the deer-tail white flash in the Balthus painting. I didn’t know it yet, but the Upskirt Decade had begun. And at some point, the girl’s perfectly controlled appearance of losing control would be replaced by genuine, terrifying helplessness.


Britney would be famous in a way that no pop star before her had ever been. This is not because she would be more successful than her predecessors, although she was extremely successful. It’s because she was calibrated for a kind of celebrity that was about to cease to exist. The fame she was working towards with the release of ‘Baby’ was mediated through TV, radio, newspapers and magazines, and calculated in CD sales. It would bear almost no relation at all to the fame she had to negotiate over the next ten years because, shortly after Britney’s arrival, the internet happened. She was simultaneously the next big thing and the last star of a dying age. Nineteen ninety-nine was the most successful year on record for the US music market, with a total value of $14.6 billion.8 And within that historic high, Britney’s debut album was one of the standouts.9 But in June of the same year, peer-to-peer file-sharing service Napster was launched, allowing anyone with an internet connection to download anything they wanted, provided someone else on the network had made it available.10 Suddenly, record labels were competing not just against each other, but against their own products being offered for free.


The industry went into immediate decline, and over the next ten years, its value almost halved: by 2009, US music sales totaled a mere $7.8 billion.11 Baby sold fourteen million copies in America; Britney’s 2007 album, Blackout, sold just one million, and while that partly reflected a dip in her popularity – the album ranked eighty-fifth out of the year’s releases – the biggest-selling album of the same year sold only four million units in total. The traditional economics of pop music had flipped. With CD sales on the slide, concert tickets would have to compensate. In the eighties and nineties, Madonna had averaged one major tour for every two albums.12 Britney toured every album and squeezed in an extra set of performances between her first and second albums. Between 1999 and 2004, she played 357 dates, 122 of them in 2000, not including her other promotional duties.13 Every tour required planning, choreography and rehearsals. Every concert meant hours of travel and sleeping in another strange city. And in between this, she also had to record the albums that justified the live performances. It was a punishing work rate for anyone, never mind someone as staggeringly young as Britney was. But it was the only way for a pop star to be profitable.


In other words, Britney became successful at a time when even continued success could look a lot like failing. All the same, she was undeniably a phenomenon and rapidly became established as a peer of music’s biggest names. In 2001, she was invited to duet with Michael Jackson at a concert to celebrate thirty years of his solo career: they delivered an awkwardly flirtatious rendition of ‘The Way You Make Me Feel’. Two years after that, she performed with Madonna on a medley of ‘Like a Virgin’ and ‘Hollywood’ at the 2003 MTV Video Music Awards (alongside Britney’s fellow young, hot singer and Disney alumnus Christina Aguilera, and rapper Missy Elliott). These events fixed Britney in the pop royalty line of succession, but there was benefit in both directions: she was so big by then that claiming her as an heir was a way for these acts to assert their continuing power. The VMA performance in particular has the feel of a reigning Mafiosa anointing a successor. At the climax, Madonna (who arrived onstage costumed as a kind of dominatrix bridegroom in black, with top hat and over-the-knee boots) bestowed a kiss on the lips to Britney, who was wearing a white lace bustier that gave her the virgin/slut look of a girl on her wedding night. It was a huge moment: although Madonna repeated the trick with Aguilera on her other side, the cameras had already cut to the audience’s dazed reaction – lingering particularly on Timberlake, who was now Britney’s ex.


This was a coup for Britney, who had looked in grave danger of losing control of her image over the previous few years. Obviously being a virginal schoolgirl wasn’t a tenable persona in the long term: at some point, the public would have to be reconciled to the fact that Britney Spears was growing up. Doing that, however, had proved difficult, and in 2003, Rolling Stone noted ‘it’s undeniable that, as the former Mouseketeer has inched past the age of consent, she’s had a much bumpier career ride’.14 The Oops! … I Did It Again album, released in 2000, had teased a more provocative Britney, one who declared herself ‘not that innocent’ after all, although she still stopped short of claiming any sexual experience. Britney, in 2001, went further: the lead single, ‘I’m a Slave 4 U’, was an orgy of panting eroticism, with production team the Neptunes bringing her an edgier, R&B-influenced sound. Even so, nymphette elements remained, as the ballad ‘I’m Not a Girl, Not Yet a Woman’ made explicit. (This was also the key soundtrack moment in her 2002 movie Crossroads, a sweet coming-of-age story about three female friends that happens to include extensive scenes of Britney bouncing on a bed in her underwear and a plot that hinges heavily on whether and to whom her character will lose her virginity. The movie was perfect, the Washington Post’s reviewer declared, for an audience ‘composed chiefly of 10-year-old girls and 50-year-old men’.)15


The last song on Britney, ‘What It’s Like to Be Me’, warns a boyfriend that she won’t give him ‘everything’ until she’s sure his love is true; Timberlake co-wrote it and provided backing vocals. In a publicity Q&A, Britney explained that the song was ‘talking about being in a relationship where the guy thinks he knows the girl inside and out and he tries to take advantage of her’.16 In other words, Timberlake was constructing himself in the part of the player denied, grafting his reputation to Britney’s profile – at the cost of positioning himself as the guy who can’t get it. It was, at that stage of their respective careers, an acceptable bargain. Her first tour had actually been as an opening act for ’NSync – like Britney, ’NSync worked with Max Martin and were signed to Jive, so it made synergistic sense for the label to cross-promote the two. But their roles quickly reversed. When both acts made their VMA debut in 1999, the classroom-themed staging turned the boy band into an audience for her strutting and teasing; when she cooed, ‘I’d like to introduce you to some friends of mine,’ it was obvious which act held seniority. Britney and Justin were a pop power couple, but there was a hierarchy: the queen of teen, and her prince consort.


This was all well enough for building ’NSync’s profile, but when Timberlake was looking to establish his solo career in 2002, something would have to change. If virginity was looking implausible on Britney, for Timberlake, it was downright humiliating. To be famous as a man who didn’t get any was acceptable for a squeaky-clean boy band member maybe, but intolerable for a hot male singer whose debut solo album was pitched as the crossover between pop and R&B. When he and Britney split up, and rumors of her infidelity broke in the press, an opportunity presented itself. Timberlake could purchase his rebirth with a virgin sacrifice – or, rather, by sacrificing the myth of Britney’s virginity (the myth he had in fact helped to construct on ‘What It’s Like to Be Me’). After years of gentlemanly discretion, he now couldn’t stop running his mouth all over the media. In a radio appearance on Hot 97 FM, the DJ asked, ‘Did you fuck Britney Spears, yes or no?’


‘Oh man … Okay, yeah, I did it,’ replied Justin, as the studio erupted in cheers.17


A cover line on an issue of Details magazine from 2002 summed up the break between old Justin and new Justin. ‘Can we ever forgive Justin Timberlake for all that sissy music?’ it asked, then answered itself: ‘Hey … at least he got into Britney’s pants.’ (Another feature was trailed on the cover with the line ‘Forget Feminism: Why Your Wife Should Take Your Name’, which says a lot about the political moment.)18


The centrepiece of the Timberlake reinvention came with his second solo single, ‘Cry Me a River’, released in November 2002. The song is addressed to an unfaithful ex – widely assumed at the time, and later confirmed by producer Timbaland, to be Britney Spears. But if the song was pointed, the video was a shiv. In it, Timberlake watches his ex leave her house, breaks in, and shimmies about inside it, dressed throughout like Tony Curtis in The Boston Strangler; at the end, the ex comes home, and Timberlake watches her taking a shower. It’s a stalker’s revenge fantasy, and the most sinister part of all is that the woman cast as the ex is a precise lookalike for Britney: if the pout and long blonde hair don’t give it away, the fact that she wears Britney’s then-signature baker boy cap throughout should be enough. It’s a fantasy of invasion as punishment: if a woman was assumed to have failed at fidelity, she was assumed to have forfeited her boundaries altogether. Trespassing on her home was no trespass at all if she had shown herself willing to let other men through the door. If you can’t keep your legs together, you don’t get to complain about someone jimmying your lock. Or about a paparazzo aiming a lens between your thighs.


Director Francis Lawrence had previously pitched the ‘Cry Me a River’ concept to other artists (without, obviously, the Britney angle), but always came up against concerns about damaging the artist’s image. Timberlake, though, was at a point in his career when damaging his image was the best thing for him. Although Britney was never mentioned in the discussions between Lawrence and Timberlake, the director took it as read that they both knew what this was. The label apparently did as well. Timberlake was still signed to Jive as a solo artist, and so still labelmates with Britney. In a 2017 interview, Lawrence explained, ‘I think that there was momentary pressure from the “other party” that didn’t last long. I think [Britney] had been shown the video before it was released. [The label] went through a moment where it was like, “What are we gonna do? Are we hurting a relationship with somebody else here?” But then it all went away.’19 Britney told Rolling Stone that she had in fact been consulted and given her consent, but without a full understanding of what the video would be: ‘I hadn’t seen it. Then it came out, and I said, “I should’ve freakin’ said no to this shit!” … I think it looks like such a desperate attempt, personally. But that was a great way to sell the record. He’s smart.’20


The video was a watershed for the reputations of both Britney and Timberlake. It marked him as a wounded bad boy, casting off his ’NSync stigma with no detrimental effect on his heartthrob status.* Britney, though, was turned into the villain – a faithless woman who could be rightfully shamed in regular rotation on MTV. The tabloid magazine Us Weekly plastered its cover with the question ‘Britney and Justin: Did She Betray Him?’21 In a TV interview, host Diane Sawyer pressed Britney relentlessly on the issue of how many people she’d slept with – and while Timberlake was celebrated for saying he’d had sex, there was no such applause for Britney. In her case, intercourse was treated as a grave and sombre matter for which she owed the nation an apology. Eventually, and to Sawyer’s apparent satisfaction, Britney crumpled into sobs.22 There was no sympathy here but, instead, the thrill of seeing celebrities break the fourth wall and turn gossip columns into art. You could enjoy ‘Cry Me a River’ as a song, but when you’d followed the backstory, there was an extra shiver of knowingness in watching the personal and the persona collide. The scandalous VMA kiss with Madonna put Britney, briefly, back in charge.


But it would be a mistake to think that Timberlake was operating from a position of uncomplicated power in the entertainment industry. Being male protected him from the sexism Britney suffered, but not from all forms of exploitation. ’NSync’s first manager had been the entrepreneur Lou Pearlman, who had also managed the Backstreet Boys. Pearlman had started out in aviation, and he presented his musical concerns as simply another avenue for moneymaking. In Pearlman’s own mythology, he had realised there were profits to be made from pop when bands started hiring private jets from him, and decided to get his own piece of the action.23 After establishing Backstreet, he reasoned that their success made a competitor group inevitable, and he might as well profit from that, too – and so, ’NSync was born. Pearlman put his charges through a kind of boot camp, effectively establishing the factory system that would dominate noughties pop. He even originated one of the first reality talent contests on TV, MTV’s Making the Band. Alongside his small fleet of boy bands – including LFO, C-Note, Take 5 and O-Town – Pearlman had one girl band, called Innosense, which had briefly included Britney before she opted to pursue a solo career. His preference, though, was always for young men. ‘Some may disagree with me,’ he wrote in his 2003 autobiography, ‘but my feeling is that young male performers are more coachable than young females.’24


By the time Pearlman wrote this, though, he was no longer managing either Backstreet or ’NSync. After years of relentless work sustained only by Pearlman’s promises of wealth to come and his father figure authority (he encouraged the band members to call him ‘Big Poppa’), both Backstreet and ’NSync had realised Pearlman was ripping them off, and sued him. Among many pieces of sharp practice, he had written himself into the bands’ contracts as both manager and ‘sixth member’, entitling him to a double share of the profits. Timberlake later described Pearlman’s exploitation as like ‘being financially raped by a Svengali’. The allusion to sexual violence echoed another allegation that emerged against Pearlman: that he had sexually abused his teenage charges. ‘Some guys joked about it; I remember [one singer] asking me, “Have you let Lou blow you yet?”’ said one-time Pearlman employee Steve Mooney, speaking to Vanity Fair in 2007. Another Pearlman protégé suspected that the manager had never actually expected his bands to become successful: ‘I just think he wanted cute guys around him; this was all an excuse.’25 But if Pearlman’s interest was exclusively in young men, why had he been involved with the girl band Innosense? The unpleasant possibility raised by some observers was that they were simply bait for the boys. Pearlman had tanning beds in his home, which he invited the girls to use. He also reportedly had secret cameras installed in the room, and showed the resulting Peeping Tom footage to his boys.26


Pearlman did make money from his bands, even after the lawsuits, but not enough to save him. It transpired that his other businesses had been equally shady, and in 2008 he was convicted of running a Ponzi scheme that had syphoned millions of dollars from investors. He died in prison in 2016, aged sixty-two.27 But despite his criminality, there was no doubting his influence. ‘Pearlman did change pop culture. In some respects, we live in the world Lou Pearlman created – manufactured pop stars, boy bands, reality-TV singing contests. We just don’t like to admit it,’ wrote John Seabrook in an obituary for the New Yorker.28 And this was the world that had made Timberlake.


Timberlake has never alleged that Pearlman behaved inappropriately with him; nor has he commented on the allegations of impropriety made by others. (Pearlman was never convicted of any sexual offences, and maintained his innocence up until his death.) Nonetheless, by the time ’NSync signed to Jive, the entire band had experienced the pop industry at its most predatory. In 2000, they celebrated their emancipation from Pearlman by naming their new album No Strings Attached. The truth is, however, that regardless of sex, very few performers in the factory system of the noughties were able to act with artistic impunity. ‘Cry Me a River’ could only happen because Jive wanted it to. Timberlake was the up-and-coming thing, while Britney was an act with diminishing returns and a worn-out gimmick. Betraying her was just business.


If Britney couldn’t rely on her record company, perhaps she could rely on her family. After all, she had always been a family business: she was followed into show business by her sister, Jamie Lynn, and in Britney’s early career, her mother, Lynne, was an omnipresent figure, playing the chaperone role and acting as the guarantor of her daughter’s purity. Mother and daughter even produced two books together: the non-fiction Britney Spears’ Heart to Heart in 2000, telling the ‘inspiring story of how one little girl from a small town in the USA turned into a musical phenomenon’,29 and a novel called A Mother’s Gift in 2001, about a girl from a small town in the United States with a ‘dream of pursuing a singing career’.30 These books were both brand extension and brand reinforcement. In the first place, they existed to draw more money from Britney’s fans. (The ever-expropriative Pearlman noted in his book that, though young girls had limited disposable income, they would gladly spend it all on their idols: ‘Once you’ve won their loyalty … they’ll buy just about anything and everything that their favorite performers endorse.’31) In the second, they existed to prove that Britney really was a good girl who loved her ‘mama’, and therefore a safe role model for the tween market. The books had a subtler, tertiary role as well: to defend Lynne Spears to the public. Having divorced Britney’s father, Jamie, over claims of his drinking and adultery, she presented herself as the paradigm of the fiercely supportive single mother, helping her daughter achieve her ambitions. Of Britney’s risqué outfits, Lynne Spears wrote, ‘I don’t see any harm in it, and I don’t believe it makes me a bad mother.’ On the subject of drugs, sex and alcohol, she wrote, ‘I know I have prepared her, I have told her how I feel, and I trust that she will make smart decisions.’32 Still, there were hints, even in the controlled environment of the books, that everything was not quite right in the world of Britney. ‘I am so not the party animal that it’s kind of embarrassing,’ protested Britney in a section of Heart to Heart called ‘The Party Scene’. ‘It makes it all the more crazy when the tabloids report that I was here or there, dating someone I never met.’ There were further opaque denials from Lynne: ‘What I can’t understand is why they do it, why people make up nasty stories that aren’t true and criticise her … She’s just a kid.33


But the tabloid stories didn’t stop, and as Britney entered her twenties, it no longer made sense to call her a ‘kid’. Her 2003 album, In the Zone, was pitched as ‘a more adult affair’ – and necessarily so, given the reports of her partying. Star splashed on an allegation of her sniffing coke in a nightclub bathroom – something Britney initially denied through a representative, but responded to more ambivalently in a follow-up interview with the magazine, when she said, ‘Let’s just say you reach a point in your life when you are curious.’34 She even confessed to W magazine that she had indeed had sex with Timberlake.35 But Britney’s embrace of womanhood seemed, perversely, even more childlike than her Lolita era had been. There was something deeply fragile and naïve about her, and nothing showed this more than the song ‘Everytime’, her response to ‘Cry Me a River’. A plaintive, pretty ballad, it contrasts sharply with the rest of In the Zone’s relentless performance of horniness and is delivered without Britney’s usual battery of tics and growls: a simple address to an injured ex and a plea for forgiveness. Other songwriters had offered Britney tracks that would have fought fire with fire. (The Cathy Dennis song ‘Sweet Dreams My LA Ex’, eventually recorded by Rachel Stevens, was rumoured to be one of them. Its weary demand that the ex in question ‘find somebody else to talk about’ certainly fits the outline of the Britney-Justin drama.) Instead, she chose one of the most vulnerable songs she ever recorded. Unusually for Britney, she also co-wrote it.36


The video, though, is downright harrowing and frames the song less as a love story than as a response to the trauma of fame. This wasn’t the first time Britney had addressed that subject in her work – the syrupy ballad ‘Lucky’, from her second album, Oops!, narrates the life of a starlet who cries every night despite her fame and riches, and to drive the point home, Britney plays both herself and ‘Lucky’ in the campy video. But the video for ‘Everytime’ seems to draw more directly on Britney’s own experiences. It opens with Britney and a boyfriend exiting a limo and tussling with paparazzi as they enter a hotel. The boyfriend shoves a photographer back, then the couple start fighting, hurling objects at each other in their hotel suite. The video then shifts to a supernatural register. Britney sinks into a bath with blood blooming from a cut, then reappears, dressed in white, standing in a white corridor. We’re now in a hospital. Britney, unnoticed by anyone else there, watches a woman give birth; back in the hotel room, her boyfriend rescues her from the bath, and she’s taken away on a stretcher, with photographers pressing around the ambulance. At the end, we cut back to the bath – from which Britney emerges, smiling and cleansed, but the image feels like a tacked-on gesture to decency after what’s gone before.


The video’s director, David LaChapelle (the photographer behind the Rolling Stone bedroom portrait), said later that the concept had been Britney’s: ‘The only direction Britney gave me for the video was that she wanted to die, that she wanted to die in the video.’37 But Britney has said that she didn’t always feel like the one in control when working with LaChapelle. Recalling that earlier bedroom shoot during a 2003 interview with GQ, she said, ‘He came in and did the photos and totally tricked me. They were really cool but I didn’t really know what the hell I was doing. And, to be totally honest with you, at the time I was sixteen, so I really didn’t. I was back in my bedroom, and I had my little sweater on and he was like, “Undo your sweater a little bit more.” The whole thing was about me being into dolls and in my mind I was like, “Here are my dolls!”’38 (Britney slightly misremembered here: she was seventeen at the time of the shoot.) LaChapelle’s own account is that his shoots were always ‘collaborative’ and ‘wholesome’.39 Still, he had had his own misgivings about the 1999 photo session. ‘I could tell even back then something wasn’t right,’ he declared in a 2019 Instagram comment.40 And yet, if that’s true, he was nonetheless able to master his discomfort and go on taking pictures of a teenage girl in her bra and pants for a national magazine.


If the ‘Everytime’ video was a cry for help from Britney, it didn’t matter, because no one seemed to be listening. The 2003 VMA performance, rather than heralding a return to Britney’s self-possessed prime, turned out to be the last high before a precipitous slide; she wouldn’t be seen at the awards again until 2007. The constant stream of paparazzi shots showing her going in and out of nightclubs, sometimes in the company of fellow hot messes like Paris, generally in some state of intoxication, were one thing. More concerning was the incident in January 2004, when she married her high school friend Jason Allen Alexander in a Vegas quickie; fifty-five hours later, the union was dissolved. The terms of the annulment included the troubling statement that Britney ‘lacked understanding of her actions, to the extent that she was incapable of agreeing to the marriage’.41 Months later, she was married again, this time to dancer Kevin Federline. This union was chronicled in a 2005 reality series called Britney and Kevin: Chaotic, based on camcorder footage filmed by Britney herself. It ran for five episodes and ensured that any vestige of glamour clinging to Britney was thoroughly extinguished. Highlights include her pointing the camera at her own knees and declaring delightedly, ‘They look like my boobs, but they’re my knees!’ One of Britney’s bodyguards voices a widely held scepticism when he says of Federline, ‘this guy’s just looking for a free ride’.42


The most perplexing question is why Britney would allow herself to be seen in this way – or why those around did not advise her against it. The answer may be strictly financial. Britney’s 2004 Onyx Hotel tour had been cut short by a knee injury (perhaps unsurprisingly, given how relentless her schedule had been since 1999), and insurers had refused to pay out on the grounds that she had failed to disclose a pre-existing condition.43 Selling behind-the-scenes footage to a TV network was a quick way to get money back into the Britney operation. But it may also have been simple naïveté. Reality TV was a relatively new medium and had been positive for many of its subjects: The Osbournes, which began in 2002, had transformed Ozzy Osbourne from a heavy metal has-been into the endearingly shambolic patriarch of an affectionate if disorderly family and launched his wife, Sharon, on a career as talent show judge and chat show host. For Britney, who had already made public her anger with ‘tabloid lies’ about her life, this may have felt like a chance to set the record straight.44


But reality could destroy an image as well as enhance it: the same summer that Chaotic arrived on-screen, Bravo aired Being Bobby Brown, which followed the eponymous soul star and his wife, the regally beautiful and talented Whitney Houston. It was a disaster, cementing Brown in the public consciousness as a wife beater and Houston as his drug-addled victim. (Brown contests his representation as a domestic abuser, saying he only hit Houston once.45) Britney’s foray into reality was not quite so damaging, but only because the gap between her image and the self she revealed through her own camcorder was not quite so vast. People already believed her to be white trash. Chaotic only confirmed this. In further bad news for Britney’s reputation, celebrity blogging was just beginning to explode around this time. TMZ launched in 2005, and so did What Would Tyler Durden Do?, which took the nihilistic protagonist of Fight Club as a role model and epitomised the new savagery towards celebrities with its tagline: ‘Because fuck them, that’s why.’ Perez Hilton had started his first blog in late 2004, but 2005 saw his antagonistic approach to the stars he covered gain mainstream recognition. He made a trademark of calling female stars ‘sluts’ and doodling ejaculating penises on their pictures, and Britney gave him an especially rich seam of material. One Hilton post about her was headlined ‘Filthy Whore’.46 Another, titled ‘Attention All Britney Fans’, demanded to know ‘How can you still support this mess????’47


Between 2005 and 2007, Britney released no new studio albums and performed just nine times. She existed not as a pop star but as a tabloid presence, and the harder she crashed, the more traffic she generated and newsstand sales she racked up. Her marriage to Federline unravelled within two months of the birth of their second child in 2006. There was an abortive stint in rehab. She lost weight, gained weight, and was accused of being a ‘bad mother’ when she was photographed driving with her son on her lap. (She defended herself, saying that she had been trying to drive away from the photographers.) She lost custody of her children. There was also the concerning presence of a man called Sam Lutfi, who was acting as Britney’s manager, and whom Britney’s mother accused of drugging and controlling the singer (Lutfi denied this, saying through his lawyer that he had ‘merely responded to cries for help’; Britney was granted a series of restraining orders against him).48 And in February 2007, perhaps most shockingly, she walked into a hair salon in a Los Angeles, took up a set of clippers, and shaved her head. A few days later, she was photographed, shorn-headed and wide-eyed, taking an umbrella to a paparazzo’s car outside a petrol station.


Britney had been the avatar of femininity in the new millennium, and her flowing blonde hair was integral to that. Remembering her daughter’s birth in Heart to Heart, Lynne had written: ‘An adorable baby girl to dress up like a little doll! A daughter to have tea parties with! I’d braid her hair! Luckily for me, Brit loved being a girl.’49 Now, apparently, she didn’t love it so much – or at least, did not love what being a girl meant. The hairdresser who spoke to Britney in the salon recalled her saying, ‘My mom is going to freak.’ Britney also spoke to a tattoo artist, who asked why she’d shaved her head. ‘I don’t want anyone touching my hair. I’m sick of people touching my hair,’ was Britney’s reply. Lutfi offered a more prosaic explanation years later – that by destroying her hair, Britney was destroying evidence that could be used in compulsory drug testing during her custody battle with Federline.50 But the iconography of the act was profound. Consciously or not, this was a rebellion against the girlish compliance and availability that Britney had been groomed to perform.51


Even when Britney seemed to be rejecting her persona, though, she continued to be relentlessly documented: the bodyguards who were supposedly tasked with shielding her from the paparazzi chatted happily with photographers while all this happened, according to the hairdresser.52 Some on the press side have claimed that the intimacy between Britney’s camp and the paparazzi was long-standing, with ‘her people’ passing on information about her whereabouts.53 Perez Hilton even alleged that Britney herself was sending in the tips: ‘She used to call the agency X17 and invite them into her home to party!’ he wrote in his book Red Carpet Suicide.54 Britney has never confirmed this, but it is true that celebrities have an awkward symbiosis with the paparazzi, and many will develop relationships with the photographers who follow them day after day – Britney even dated one of hers for a time. At different stages in a celebrity’s life, it’s possible for them to welcome, rely on and resent those who pursue them for content. And why conduct the head-shaving in public at all? If Lutfi’s theory was right, it would surely have made more sense for Britney to do this in her own home. Perhaps, having been on display ever since she was a child, she needed to be seen in order to feel her revolt meant anything. Or, perhaps, this was simply the way she had accepted her life should be.


The head-shaving was the moment she began to be described not merely as low-class or slutty, but as mad. Even more than losing custody of her children, Bald Britney seemed to symbolise her fall. Her sexiness was her most valuable asset, and she couldn’t be trusted with it. In September 2007 – her hair long and blonde again, thanks to extensions – she made her return to the VMAs. What was billed as a glorious comeback turned out to be agonising shambles. Britney fluffed her choreography and looked vacant, and even her body was declared substandard. (There were reports that she had called herself a ‘fat pig’ while watching the rehearsal footage.) X Factor judge Simon Cowell considered the performance potentially career-ending. ‘She wasn’t ready for that show in every possible way,’ he told the Sun. ‘The song wasn’t right, the image wasn’t right and she just wasn’t rehearsed.’55


Somehow, while all this was happening, she was also recording what would widely come to be considered her best album. From its substance abuse-baiting title on, Blackout tackled Britney’s tabloid image directly. Released in November 2007, its standout track is the electropop assault ‘Piece of Me’. The song’s title, in classic Britney style, is ambivalent, both a challenge and a surrender: she’s simultaneously calling the listener out and acknowledging the way she’s been broken down for public consumption. Subject and object at the same time, forever conscious of the way she is surveyed: ‘I’m Mrs. “Extra! Extra! This Just In” / I’m Mrs. “She’s Too Big, Now She’s Too Thin”,’ she sings. In the video, we see Britney rewriting her own press and taking revenge on her tormentors, with the help of a squadron of Britney lookalikes. (In what might be a callback to Timberlake’s ‘Cry Me a River’ video, the Brit Army wear baker boy caps.)


But, in the song, something different happens, and the end result is less suggestive of someone taking back control than of someone entirely lost in her own image: her vocals are heavily pitch-shifted, so that she seems to disintegrate entirely in the middle eight. The human Britney has been consumed by the performance. And though Britney is singing the words, the words are not her own: critic Sady (now Jude) Doyle characterised Blackout’s lyrics as Britney’s statement on her media treatment, but she’s credited as a writer on only two of the album’s songs, and ‘Piece of Me’ is not one of them.56 (In interviews, Britney had expressed caution about autobiographical songwriting, which she dismissed as ‘self-serving’.57 ‘Everytime’ was an exception in her catalogue.) So, which version of Britney was real? The self-possessed woman in the video or the ghost in the machine of the song?


In January 2008, less than three months after Blackout’s show of defiance, the answer came. After an incident at her home, paramedics were called, and Britney was removed to a psychiatric ward. The image of her strapped to a gurney, surrounded by photographers, was a horrifyingly precise real-life rerun of the ‘Everytime’ video. Her father, acting with the support of her mother (despite their divorce), petitioned for Britney to be placed under a conservatorship, and for the next thirteen years, everything about Britney – her career, her finances, who she saw, where she went, even what she did with her body – would be controlled by him. According to lawyers acting for Britney, Jamie Spears would receive over $6 million through the conservatorship.58 Another major beneficiary was the media, which had a shocking new twist for the ultimate celebrity narrative. The TMZ report ended with the cheerful injunction ‘Keep refreshing for updates!’


There are a lot of ways to read Lolita, but this is my favourite: as a story of culpability. Over the course of the novel, Humbert is forced to recognise that Lolita was never the fantastical figure of innocent debauchery his libido cast her as, only a human girl, and a human girl who was injured by his predation and that of other men. She dies outside the scope of the story, in an obscure settlement called Gray Star, ‘in the remotest northwest’ (so remote, in fact, that it does not exist in the world beyond the novel). However fiercely she’s desired, displacing her into a fetish means that the ‘real’ Lolita is always out of reach – something that Humbert realises much too late to deserve credit, never mind redemption. That’s not the reading of Lolita that made its way into pop culture, which preferred the vision of the precociously sexual girl child. (In the song ‘10 Dollar’, released in 2004, British rapper M.I.A. rhymes ‘Lolita’ with ‘maneater’ in a story about a child prostitute who propels herself to independence by extracting money from well-off men.) But it’s the reading that matters most for understanding what happened to Britney. After her detention in 2008 and the establishment of the conservatorship, she effectively disappeared beneath her own image. Whatever the legal equivalent of Gray Star was, that’s where Britney resided.


Not literally – she released albums (now a more profitable endeavour since the launch of Spotify in 2006 had created a legitimate substitute for illegal downloads), and she undertook tours and residencies. From the outside, Britney’s conservatorship appeared to be a great success. In November 2008, Us Magazine announced that she was ‘officially in comeback mode’.59 The same month, MTV broadcast a fly-on-the-wall documentary called Britney: For the Record. It showed the public a Jamie Spears who was devoted to the welfare of his daughter and a composed, contrite Britney who was ready to acknowledge her past mistakes. ‘I have definitely grown up. Big time,’ she says. ‘I had totally lost my way. I lost focus. I lost myself. I had that kind of nature in me that wanted to rebel out.’60 Rebellion quenched, Britney could get back to her job of being a star. ‘Letting her father Jamie run the show turned out to be the best thing for Britney,’ announced Page Six in 2009. ‘In addition to making her cheese grits, her dad took control of her finances and life. Jamie also purged all the negativity from her world and showed Britney the light.’61 There were irregularities – she appeared vacant and inarticulate during a 2012 stint as a judge on the US version of The X Factor, and was not invited back – but overall, the narrative of Britney reborn held sway.62


But there was a problem with this, although many chose not to acknowledge it. If Britney really was better, what was the justification for her father’s continued ownership of her life? And if Britney was still the fragile young woman everyone had watched coming apart in 2007, how could it be okay for her to be put on public display with each performance? There was no way to ask what Britney herself truly thought about this, because the terms of the conservatorship meant that everything she said to the media had to be filtered through her father. Even when she speaks directly to the camera in For the Record, she is speaking with the permission of Jamie Spears and with him as her primary audience. When someone holds the total power granted by a conservatorship, incurring their displeasure can hardly be advisable.


Throughout her career, in her music and her performances, Britney conjured ideas of submission and control with no apparent sense of irony. At the 2011 Billboard Music Awards, she duetted with Rihanna on a performance of ‘S&M’ wearing handcuffs. Onstage, she smiled radiantly, like someone delighting in her own subjection. ‘Work Bitch’, from her 2013 album, Britney Jean, became one of her signature songs: a celebration of the self-discipline through which she had attained the hot body, the martinis and the Maseratis that defined a successful lifestyle, according to the lyrics. The question of who, exactly, Britney was working for remained in the shadows – although, by 2020, a growing number of fans had started to express concern for her under the banner of #FreeBritney. And behind the scenes, Britney brought legal challenges to the conservatorship, beginning in 2014. In 2016, a court investigator reported that ‘she feels the conservatorship has become an oppressive and controlling tool against her’. In 2020, her attorney told the judge that Britney was ‘afraid of her father’.63


None of this, however, was enough to bring the conservatorship to an end. Britney’s predicament was that, having been classified as mad, any objection she made to the constraints on her liberty could be dismissed as symptoms of her madness. It was only after the 2021 New York Times documentary Framing Britney Spears that popular opinion swung fully behind the idea that her situation was intolerable. That year, in a new hearing on the conservatorship, Britney delivered a devastating testimony of being, in her words, ‘enslaved’. She said she had been ‘forced’ to tour by her management in 2018, and that her most private decisions had been dictated for her, including whether she could get married or try for a third child. (Her father, she claimed, had refused permission for her IUD to be removed; his attorney refuted this, telling the court, ‘I’m not sure Miss Spears understands she can make medical decisions.’)64 She was compelled to take lithium, she said, which had made her feel ‘drunk’. She had no privacy from the people in her father’s employ: ‘They watched me change every day – naked – morning, noon and night.’ Perhaps the most painful detail was the disassociated way she spoke about her body, as though it were a separate entity. ‘My precious body,’ she said, ‘who has worked for my dad for the past fucking thirteen years, trying to be so good and pretty. So perfect.’65 (Jamie Spears, for his part, has maintained that the conservatorship was necessary to save Britney’s life and denied the allegations against him of drinking and domestic violence.66)


This, then, was what it meant to be the most objectified woman in the world. Under the performance of immaculate control that had been Britney’s professional image throughout her adult life there lay an absolute schism between her body and her sense of personhood. As much as the public, Britney had turned into a spectator on her own physicality. The court granted Britney her freedom. At thirty-nine, the woman-child who had never lived an adult life – for whom holding a set of keys or buying a candle was a novelty – was able to begin again.67 And yet, while she blamed her family for exploiting her, she was also angry about the way her situation had been covered in the media. For her, the sympathetic coverage of the New York Times (along with follow-up documentaries by the BBC and Netflix) was simply another way of turning her into content, just as the tabloids had done in the decades before. ‘I feel like America has done a wonderful job of humiliating me … and come on seriously is it honestly legal to do that many documentaries about someone without their blessing at all??!’ she wrote in a 2022 Instagram post.68


Britney credited her emancipation not to journalism, but to her fans. Fame had come close to destroying her, and yet fame had given her love and support she had not experienced from those closest to her, including her own family. Britney was required to play the child while being held to an adult standard of responsibility for something as trivial as a teenage break-up. She felt betrayed by those who owed her a duty of care, believing her parents and her record label had placed profit over protection. Finally, she was forced into a legally mandated state of infantilisation that lasted almost into middle age. In the hypocrisy and cruelty of her treatment, the public life of women in the noughties was defined. Her debut had launched her into a kind of celebrity for which no one could have been prepared, one shaped by forces that few could have foreseen – least of all a sixteen-year-old. ‘Oh baby, baby,’ she sang in 1998, with the Upskirt Decade as yet an unimagined prospect, ‘how was I supposed to know?’
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