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CHAPTER 1

BOYS WITH BIG DREAMS
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BTS performing “Fake Love” at the 2018 Billboard Music Awards in Las Vegas, Nevada.

“IT DOESN’T MAKE SENSE THAT WE’RE HERE,” Jimin, one of the members of BTS, said in Korean as he looked around wide-eyed at the MGM Grand Garden Arena in Las Vegas, where the 2018 Billboard Music Awards (BBMAs) were being held. Its halls were reverberating with the name of their group as more than half of the 17,000-seat venue was filled with their fans cheering for them.

The rest of his bandmates were in utter disbelief, too. “It’s fascinating, it’s still fascinating,” RM repeated to himself. “Famous people coming to us to say hi,” Jin quipped, trying to keep his emotions in check.

A mixture of trepidation, excitement, and wonder could be seen on their faces. It was their defining moment, one among many that have signaled that these seven twenty-something South Korean men have arrived on the world stage.

Everything was a blur, like a daydream flashing right before their eyes. Even before they sat in the front row in what was considered one of music’s biggest nights, they exchanged pleasantries with music personalities they could only imagine meeting in real life. American DJ and record executive DJ Khaled talked to the boys as though they were old friends. Taylor Swift, whose chart-topping hits and personal life gets extensive media coverage, knocked on their dressing room door and asked if they could all take a photo together. “She’s even taller with heels!” one of the members exclaimed before they were all whisked away to meet yet another revered artist: John Legend. V has been a fan of the singer-songwriter for over ten years and was the first to hug John, who, in turn, greeted them with a loud “Annyeonghaseyo!” J-Hope wanted to make sure they had their photo taken together with his phone, and much to their surprise, John pulled out a copy of their album Love Yourself: Tear and asked them to sign it because his daughter is a big fan. “You guys are blowing up in America, that’s huge! But you guys are already big everywhere else,” John said. Suga and Jungkook then shyly looked at each other as one said, “I still can’t believe John Legend pulled out our album from his own bag!”

A little later they found rapper and producer Pharrell Williams waiting for them backstage, telling them, “We gotta work together now! Let’s set it up!” It was another starstruck moment for Jin, who with his mouth agape after the encounter, said jokingly, “I was going in for a hand kiss, but I restrained myself.”

All the big names in the music industry wanted to collaborate with them. All the cameras flashed in their direction and everyone wanted to get a glimpse of the band who took the world by storm.
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BTS enjoying the BBMAs on the front row alongside top music celebrities.

In a matter of minutes, BTS would be performing for the first time at the 2018 BBMAs, after big acts like Ariana Grande, Ed Sheeran, Jennifer Lopez, Khalid, Christina Aguilera, among many others—and it was on that same stage where acclaimed pop icon Janet Jackson sang a medley of her iconic hits as the recipient of the Billboard Music Icon Award.

“Let’s welcome the biggest boy band in the world!” Kelly Clarkson, a Billboard Chart record-breaker herself, introduced BTS before the band delivered their impeccably choreographed song, “Fake Love.”

As the spotlight turned to them on a stage that was considerably smaller than the ones they had trodden before, their haunting music, palpable energy, slick moves, and Korean lyrics filled the venue. The audience’s screams almost overpowered the group’s sound, with everyone trying to sing familiar lines and calling out the members’ names with their official fan chant: “Kim Nam Joon! Kim Seok-jin! Min Yoon-gi! Jung Ho-seok! Park Jimin! Kim Taehyung! Jeon Jungkook! B-T-S! B-T-S!”

It was a sight that not many in the US had ever seen before: a largely diverse audience singing and dancing to a non-English song and truly having the time of their lives. At that moment, these young men’s charisma and talents became bigger than that stage.

“I was so nervous I felt like I could die!” Jimin said as he left the stage.
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BTS backstage at the 2018 BBMAs.

The septet has been experiencing a lot of big things for the first time since they set foot in the US aside from the BBMAs: the explosive debut of their song “DNA” at the American Music Awards in 2017, appearances on some of the most recognizable TV talk shows, and concert tours in different states.

Each of the members always seems like he’s unaffected by the group’s not-so-newfound fame: being genuinely amazed as they first boarded their tour bus (“We’ve only seen this in documentaries of foreign artists!” one of the boys exclaimed), goofing around backstage, and unglamorously munching on hot dogs before their guest appearance on The Ellen DeGeneres Show.

“We’re just a normal group of boys from humble backgrounds who had a lot of passion and dreams,” RM said in an interview with Time magazine.1 This relatability and accessibility seem to resonate with fans no matter what age, nationality, gender, or background.

“They are real. They show that their lives are not much different from ours. They are the same as us. Otherwise they would never gain this level of popularity,” Yun Jeung Jo, Executive Director of Korean Cultural Center New York, said in an interview with CNBC.2

“It’s like you grow up with them, I feel like they’re my family and my friends,” one of the BTS fans said during a concert in Seoul.3
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BTS wins Top Social Artist at the 2018 BBMAs.

Rubbing elbows with top stars and touring to sold-out shows in the US are by no means their only measure of success. BTS’s incredible trajectory to stardom was made up of several factors: their inspiring music; candid, honest personalities; unique promotion strategy; and one-of-a-kind connection with fans. This book is only a peek at how they were able to grow their fanbase to record-breaking levels. Their narrative is much more layered than a story of small-town boys who achieved their dreams of being stars.

But what does it really mean to “make it” in this billion-dollar music industry? Is it the record sales and chart-topping hits? The brand endorsements? The legions of fans? Living the life of famous pop stars?

This book aims to explore how BTS stretched the boundaries of K-pop and went beyond the stereotypes, the story of their highs and lows, the overarching message of their music, and ultimately, how they enforced the fundamental idea that making it means being true to yourself. That night at the BBMAs, and all the other prestigious award shows they have participated in, are far from being the culmination of their careers. Rather, it’s only the beginning.


BTS stole the attention on the 2018 BBMAs red carpet with their unique styles.
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CHAPTER 2

BTS BY THE NUMBERS

 

“TODAY WE ARE MAKING HISTORY,” RM SAYS AS he leads the group’s practice of joining their hands together to say a little prayer or motivational words right before every performance. He couldn’t have been any more right. In the short span since their debut, BTS’s career has reached milestone after milestone, and has been featured in headline after headline.

BTS, which is composed of members RM, Jin, Suga, J-Hope, Jimin, V, and Jungkook, is an acronym for “Bangtan Sonyeondan” in Korean, which literally translates to “Bulletproof Boy Scouts” in English. In 2017 their company, Big Hit Entertainment, added the acronym “Beyond the Scene” to their name, perhaps to make it more universal and connect more with their international fans. The company explained their new brand identity as: “BTS protecting the youths from prejudice. They are moving forward, chasing their dreams, instead of settling for reality.”4

Moving forward they did, overtaking contemporary artists and setting new standards along the way. It’s hard to talk about BTS without mentioning the numbers and records they have broken during their rapid rise to superstardom. While numbers and superlatives often run short of encapsulating their long and hard-fought journey, it is these details that make up the whole of their story.
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BTS members always show their fun personalities on the red carpet.

“K-pop band BTS have done it again,” Guinness World Records declares as it announces yet another feat from the band. They have sold millions of albums just in their homeland of South Korea, but their ascent around the world keeps on going. As the records continue to grow in popularity, Aja Romano of the Vox news site surmised that the band “would go on to completely transform the image of all-male boy bands in South Korean music and shatter conceptions of what breakout success looked like for South Korean bands overseas.”5

They have reached many “first Korean Artist” achievements, particularly on the Billboard Charts, which are a credible key measure of album success in the US for any artist, as Billboard collects data and “publishes a host of charts that are individually or collectively based on key fan interactions with music, including album sales and downloads, track downloads, radio airplay and touring as well as streaming and social interactions on Facebook, Twitter, Vevo, YouTube, Spotify, and other popular online destinations for music.”6

These achievements include being the first Korean artists to top the Billboard 200. Their album Love Yourself: Tear reached number one for a week in June 2018, a remarkable feat where Billboard also notes that this was “the first primarily foreign language No. 1 album in over 12 years” on the chart, since the music is performed mostly in Korean.7 It is the highest ranking any Korean artist has ever achieved, the previous holder being BTS themselves when they placed at number seven. They did it again, as Guinness exclaimed, with their albums Love Yourself: Answer and Map of the Soul: Persona reaching top spots, making them the first-ever Korean artists with three albums on the Billboard 200 simultaneously. In comparison, the Beatles had a similar feat, sending three albums to the number one spot in the US in less than a year. “Before BTS, the last traditional group (excluding the Glee ensemble, whose multiple cast members rotated) to log three leaders within such a quick span was the Beatles in 1995-96, when the band’s archival releases ‘Anthology 1,’ ‘Anthology 2’ and ‘Anthology 3’ all debuted at No. 1 in a stretch of 11 months and a week,” Billboard said.8
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The USA and the rest of the world fell in love with BTS and their music touched the hearts of many.

In 2018, BTS achieved two Gold albums in the US, as the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) announced that Love Yourself: Answer made history as the first album by a Korean artist to receive a RIAA Gold certification. A year after, Map of the Soul: Persona received an official Gold certification after selling over half a million units.9 In January 2020, Love Yourself: Answer surpassed one million sales and streams, making it the first album by a Korean artist to receive a RIAA Platinum certification.10
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BTS wins their third consecutive Top Social Artist Award at the 2019 BBMAs, with RM stating: “This means so much for us, we’ll do our best today.”
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BTS has been making their presence known on the Billboard charts since 2015 (before what the media often refers to as their “US takeover”), when their album, The Most Beautiful Moment in Life, Pt. 2 peaked at top 171.11

It is apparent that while their achievements in South Korea are an entirely different story, BTS has been capturing the attention of international audiences long before they reached number one in the US.

Their numbers are not only rising in the US and South Korea—their presence has also been noticed in major charts around the world. In the United Kingdom, another market that is considerably difficult to crack, BTS’s Wings became the first Korean album to rank on the UK Official Albums Chart. They did it several other times with their consecutive albums, as Jack White wrote about the album Map of the Soul: Persona, “If the group keeps up their momentum, it will mark their highest charting release yet in the UK and become the first Number 1 album from a Korean act on the Official Chart.”12 The international preorders for the album back then were equally impressive: the total number reached a whopping 3,021,822. Meanwhile, Big Hit announced that a month before the February 21, 2020 release of their latest album Map of the Soul: 7, the stock preorders reached 3.42 million recorded, surpassing preorders for Map of the Soul: Persona well before the end of the presale period.13 As of the writing of this book, preorders for Map of the Soul: 7 have reached 4.02 million copies, making it the most pre-ordered South Korean album of all time.14 As of June 15, 2020, it was reported by Forbes that the album claimed “fifth most weeks on the sales ranking among Korean albums.” It also landed No. 1 on the Billboard 200 chart, claiming one of the biggest releases in 2020.
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RM, Jin, Suga, J-Hope, Jimin, V, and Jungkook of BTS perform on Good Morning America on May 15, 2019 in New York City.

According to a report by Soompi, their single “Black Swan,”As of June 15, 2020, it was reported by Forbes that the album claimed “fifth most weeks on the sales ranking among Korean albums.” It also landed No. 1 on the Billboard 200 chart, claiming one of the biggest releases in 2020. hit number one on iTunes Top Songs charts in at least 93 different regions—their highest number to date—including the United States, Canada, Mexico, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Brazil, Argentina, Saudi Arabia, India, Russia, and more.15

Over at the Oricon Charts, the longest standing music and entertainment statistics and ranking provider in Japan, BTS garnered another record high when their Japanese single “MIC Drop/DNA/Crystal Snow” managed to hit number thirteen on Oricon’s 2017 singles chart, the highest ranking ever achieved by a K-pop artist.16 It is also important to note that the band has been constantly charting in Oricon due to their Japanese-language single promotions.

Back home in South Korea, the results also mirrored their successes abroad. Love Yourself: Her sold 1.6 million copies in South Korea, the most copies to ever sell in the history of the Gaon Music Chart.17 Meanwhile, almost all of BTS’s albums fly off the shelves within their first week of release, with two of them achieving one million sales each, setting a new record at the Hanteo Charts.18 This is the highest number of albums recorded on Hanteo in the first week since release, ever since the chart’s creation in 1993, at that time earning BTS the title in South Korea as “double million seller and all-chart killer.”

Map of the Soul: Persona topped Nielsen Music’s Top 10 Physical Albums chart for the first half of 2019 with sales of 312,000 copies in the US alone. In its section “K-Pop Global Domination,” the Nielsen Music Mid-Year Report US 2019 credited BTS as one of the groups that led to the popularity of K-pop in the international scene: “After achieving record consumption in 2018, K-Pop reached a new critical mass this year, thanks to new releases from supergroup BTS and BLACKPINK.”19

Their ever-growing fanbase and increasing record breaks opened more opportunities for them to stand on bigger stages: BTS presented the award for the Best R&B Album at the sixty-first Grammy Awards in February 2019, and made their Saturday Night Live debut in April 2019, another first as Korean artists.

BTS presents the award for Best R&B Album at the 61st Annual Grammy Awards at the Staples Center on February 10, 2019 in Los Angeles, California. “Growing up in South Korea, we always dreamed about being on the Grammy stage,” RM said amidst thunderous applause.
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BTS with multiple Grammy Award–winner Alicia Keys backstage.

“Growing up in South Korea, we always dreamed of being on the Grammys stage,” RM addressed the crowd in English when BTS went onstage as presenters. “Thank you to all our fans for making this dream come true and we’ll be back.”

BTS kept that promise, returning to the Grammys stage in 2020 to perform “Old Town Road” with Lil Nas X and several other artists. This performance made BTS the first Korean group to perform at the Grammys.

The numbers indeed don’t lie. But these are just an overview of their several other landslide sweeps. BTS likely will have broken more records by the time this book is published. And they’re only just getting started.

BTS’s agency’s CEO, Bang Si-Hyuk, however, emphasized in a lecture that he doesn’t want the group to obsess on results and records. “Music is not the Olympics. We should focus on what kind of music we make and what messages to show,” he said.

“While achievements are important, we hope to give our fans happiness above all else,” RM said. “It’s a real honor,” J-Hope told Time, via a translator. “We’re proud that everything we do is giving off light.”20

In an analysis of BTS’s victories and the reasons that led to them, Grammy.com notes, “It’s become increasingly clear that the K-pop titans are currently the most visible representatives of where mainstream pop music—American pop music in particular—is headed.”21





CHAPTER 3

THE POWER OF THE ARMYS
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I hear your voice

Within the noise, time stops

We are connected by sound

When I close my eyes

In the darkness, your light

Lights the way for me

We can walk forward without fear, you and I

You’re my light, you’re my light

Always shine into my heart

You’re my light, you’re my light

No matter how far apart we are

Your light shines on me

— BTS, “Lights”22



FOR PEOPLE WHO MAY NOT BE FAMILIAR WITH BTS, the quantifying facts and statistics may prove helpful in getting to know them and realizing the scope of their influence. For fans, these numbers are a part of their shared efforts and contributions, with each and every vote, view, follow, album, or ticket sale adding a stepping stone to their success.

Their fans are officially called ARMY, which stands for “Adorable Representative M.C. for Youth.” The meaning is different from the literal “army,” a loyal legion that protects their country. The BTS ARMY has an inextricable bond with BTS, as represented by the band’s official logo—a bulletproof vest. If reversed, the ARMY’s logo forms a shield. This is meaningful for both the fans and the band, where the interchangeable roles of supporter, leader, protector, and follower are mutually shared.

For Jimin, their fans are far from strangers. “Regarding my life, my members and ARMY are like heroes to me, although I’m the one who’s supposed to be everyone’s hero,” he explained in an interview. “I’ve had hard times where I was about to break, where I became depressed and reached rock bottom. During those times, the members and ARMY always stayed by my side.”23 Jungkook shares the same sentiment: “They’re happy about the smallest things and love what we do. And that gives us comfort too.”

The ARMYs are not just like any other large fanbase that past and present megastars have had. In this digitally powered and highly connected generation, worldwide BTS fans have found a way to forge a close relationship with the group, one that many music experts say has yet to be achieved by any other artist.

“A seven-man hit factory with a mobilised, Internet-driven fanbase known as the ARMY, BTS occupy a powerful position in modern pop, reflective of a progressive new era of music that crosses borders, genres and language, something all the more striking considering the eagerness with which nations are building walls,” Adam White of the Daily Telegraph mused.24

As of this writing, the band has over 26.5 million followers on their official Twitter (@ BTS_twt), 21.2 million followers on their second account (@bts_bighit), 31.3 million subscribers on YouTube (Bangtan TV), 26.2 million followers on their Instagram (@bts.bighitofficial) and more than 11.4 million followers on Facebook.

A photo of BTS member Jin getting out of a car upon arrival at a red-carpet event became a global Twitter trend as people referred to him as the “car door guy.” A live video of two members applying face masks, doing a “mukbang” (eating while talking online), a photo of V’s head-to-toe airport fashion, and a single selfie from Jimin sitting by the airplane window can easily acquire a million views. But in the wide and certainly anonymous digital expanse, how do people even begin to find their content?

The simple answer is that the members do not have their own individual accounts. They are given autonomy in uploading their whereabouts or thoughts through the umbrella of their official BTS accounts, enabling fans to congregate easily on shared sites. Unlike other K-pop groups whose members have varying followers on SNS, depending on what the fans call their “bias,” BTS comes in one whole package. Once you like one of them, you like them all.

Communities start and grow when safe spaces are built for people to converse, exchange, and interact. Big Hit Entertainment is fully aware of this, which is why they launched an entirely new app called Weverse, made especially for BTS fans and other artists managed by the company. This is a reinvention of online fancafés or fansites, but instead of the typical blog posts, this innovation allows the band members to post real-time photos and updates, and “funny, touching, or inspirational” posts in the feature called Artist Moments, which expire after twenty-four hours. This is a game changer in the scene because, not only does it have a fan-friendly environment between BTS and ARMYs, it also has a built-in translator that accommodates non-Korean-speaking fans. Without discontinuing traditional social media networks like Twitter, Facebook, Naver V Live, and Instagram, Weverse consolidates them all in one place. It is both exclusive and inclusive at the same time.

“It’s a team effort taken from what happens to us in our everyday life. It’s not easy to run a social media account over a long period of time, but we love communicating with our fans every day and night,” RM told Time. “For example, I use the hashtag #RMusic to introduce or recommend a song I like, and I’ve been doing that for a long time. I love music and I truly enjoy sharing with our fans. Music transcends language. BTS communicates with our fans by staying true to ourselves and believing in music every day.”

BTS is also a lesson in social media marketing that many brands and artists are now taking inspiration from. The big difference lies in the ARMYs’ level and frequency of engagement. They are not, in any way, just bystanders or “lurkers” that simply scroll through the content that BTS churns out—they watch their videos, stream their music, reply to and share their posts. The fans make their support tangible and known to the band by collectively being responsive to each member of the band’s efforts.

The ARMYs, no doubt, are active and interactive participants that continue to propel the band’s fame to new heights. To put this in perspective, BTS garnered yet another Guinness Record for Most Twitter Engagement for a music group, with their account registering 422,228 engagements on Twitter as of April 29, 2019. Bufferapp.com describes a Twitter engagement as the “total number of times a user interacts with a Tweet. Clicks anywhere on the Tweet, including retweets, replies, follows, likes, links, cards, hashtags, embedded media, username, profile photo or Tweet expansion”25 are counted. This means that BTS’s fans don’t just read about them on Twitter. They respond, share, discuss, and expand the Tweet, allowing it to reach millions of people around the globe.

“The BTS community is so nice, it’s very lively, and the interaction between BTS and their fans on Twitter is insane,” Phoebe, a fan interviewed by the Telegraph at a BTS concert in London, explained. “It’s so diverse and the most accepting community I’ve ever been a part of, more than school.”26

Additionally, the power of the ARMY is visible on the music streaming app Spotify, where BTS became the first K-pop group, and Asian artist overall, to surpass five billion streams on the platform. Their song “Fake Love” was Spotify’s most-streamed K-pop track of 2018 and has been responsible for more than 219 million of BTS’s five billion streams.27

The ARMYs are pretty fast, too, as they are often able to rack up views on the band’s new releases within a few hours. BTS’s music video for “Boy with Luv” amassed 75.6 million views in 24 hours, as announced by YouTube’s Twitter account. “It is the most-viewed 24-hour debut in YouTube’s history,” the video streaming platform confirmed. Previously, BTS’s video for “Idol” heaped up a total of 43.2 million views in 24 hours, beating the record previously held by Taylor Swift.

If that’s not proof enough of their immense might, in 2017, the ARMYs rallied together online to request that American retailers, one of the biggest of which is Target, to stock their shelves with BTS’s new albums. One fan in the US tweeted the idea, tagging Target and BTS’s official Twitter, with the hashtag #BTSinTarget. Within hours, Target received an overload of tweets from fans all over America asking for the group’s albums to be stocked in their branches across the United States. The same pattern of requests flooded toward other retailers like Walmart and Amazon. The brands listened. Target, recognizing the potential of a huge audience’s attention, replied with: “These ‘Fun Boys’ are on ‘Fire’ now. We’ll share your request to carry their albums with our buyers.”28

“We aren’t the representatives for K-pop,” the band said at the Grammy U SoundChecks forum in Chicago. “We can’t define or say what it is, but these days, thanks to social media and fans, we’re lucky to have the opportunity to share our words with the world.”29
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