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Introduction

Ariana Grande may be small in stature (five foot one inch, to be exact) but she stands tall – monolithic, in fact – over most of her peers in modern pop music. Not least because of her signature platform stiletto boots and high ponytail …

Many perhaps wouldn’t have guessed that the girl with dyed red hair with a secondary role on a Nickelodeon sitcom was a future superstar, but now Ariana Grande is someone who, in a way, seems to have always been famous.

In the pantheon of modern pop superstars, you can slot her in as a child of Britney Spears and Mariah Carey, see her as benefitting from the rise of Lady Gaga, Katy Perry and Rihanna, plus count her as a peer of Taylor Swift, Miley Cyrus and Selena Gomez. She’s also helped to influence the new generation of pop stars; from Billie Eilish and Chappell Roan to Sabrina Carpenter, who seems to be the most emulative of Grande at the peak of her commercial powers, yet with a touch more irony and physical comedy.

But one thing Ariana Grande has that most of her peers don’t? That voice. The voice. Four octaves, to be precise, with a whistle register to rival even the Queen of Melisma, Mariah Carey herself. Instantly recognisable regardless of her timbre or key, whether she’s belting out a swoony mid-tempo ballad or using it to spit bars over hip-hop inspired beats. Ariana’s voice is a once-in-a-generation calling card and it’s helped her transform from a children’s TV actress to a debutante pop girlie in the making, to a dominant force in pop music (someone who has very much helped shape the culture of what releasing new music can look like in 2025, but more on that later) and, in her latest and most surprising role yet: Oscar-nominated actress.

But who is Ariana Grande? And what does her music say about her?

Ariana Grande-Butera was born to Joan Grande, CEO of a marine communications company, and Edward Butera, owner of a graphic design company, in Boca Raton, Florida, on 26 June 1993 (which, fact fans, makes her a Cancer). She has one older half-brother, Frankie, and is of Italian descent. The name ‘Grande’ has been pronounced gran-day for most of her career, but according to Ariana herself when talking to Beats 1, her maternal grandfather, Frank Grande Sr, pronounced it gran-dee. The more typical day pronunciation was, she says, popularised in her childhood by her half-brother Frank ‘Frankie’ Grande Jr and it’s the pronunciation that stuck when she became famous.

Grande Sr – who died during the promo cycle for Grande’s second album My Everything in July 2014, was one of her biggest inspirations. Grande said to Beats 1 that it was in honour of her late grandfather that she still performs under the moniker Ariana Grande to this day (although in her 2024 film debut in Wicked, she was credited for the first time as Ariana Grande-Butera in a nod to her roots on the Broadway stage).

Fame is a game that must be played. Sometimes you win and sometimes you lose. Grande’s ascent to a supernova-sized talent was one such gamble and it’s paid off in dividends in 2025. The term ‘big pop girl’ is overused nowadays, but in her case it really does apply.

Across her now-seven studio albums – including two Christmas EPs and a live album, k bye for now (SWT live) and the soundtrack to Wicked: Part One – Ariana Grande has always worked best when pushing against the expectations of what she should do as a mainstream pop act.

Ariana’s debut album, Yours Truly, was reworked into an ode to vintage pop and R&B, before a sacrifice to the pop gods was made on the much more electronic My Everything, while Dangerous Woman saw her mature-up her image, just as she switched up her release schedule so the hyper-personal breakup album, Thank U, Next, followed on less than a year from the experimental Sweetener; a breakaway from the long-established release schedule of A-list pop acts, it had reverberations that are still felt (and emulated) to this day.

In the latter part of her pop career, Grande has truly taken ownership of her art. Sixth album Positions was a surprising return to the R&B roots of her debut album, while her most recent release, Eternal Sunshine was the long-awaited divorce album, spiked with heady electronica and references to Robyn and Britney Spears. Not, then, your typical record about divorce, babe, divorce! (Sorry, Adele!)

Grande’s music operates on a higher plane when it reflects, and often comments on, her personal life. This is why Sweetener and Thank U, Next are often referenced by critics and fans alike as her best works. Songs like ‘No Tears Left to Cry’, ‘Thank U, Next’ and even the disco-drenched Lady Gaga collaboration, ‘Rain On Me’, don’t just work on a basic level as next-level bangers – which, let’s be clear, they absolutely are – but as a commentary on Ariana’s own lived experiences, lending them an enviable level of depth not afforded to most standard Top 40 fare. When she discusses the impact of her trauma, washed away by a storm, on ‘Rain On Me’, that statement comes from a woman whose biggest traumas have been front-and-centre of most media headlines. To work through them and come out the other side alone is an amazing achievement, to have made tangible art along the way is nothing short of extraordinary.

Since releasing her first material as a pop star in 2011, part of the thrill of following Ariana Grande’s journey as an artist is seeing where her sound will go next. ‘The Way’ featuring Mac Miller was filled with the bounce and verve of early Mariah Carey records, while her switch-up into straight pop saw her mixing around with spiky EDM (Electronic Dance Music) on ‘Break Free’ with Zedd and even lovelorn synth-pop in the sensual ‘Love Me Harder’ with fellow future superstar The Weeknd. A dedication to a more mature image saw the emergence of guitar-rock on ‘Dangerous Woman’ before hitting stuttering club beats on ‘Into You’. This sense that genre is something that Grande and her collaborators are happy to play and experiment with in each album cycle has lent a certain unpredictability to her music. Listening to the experimental alt-pop of ‘Sweetener’, you could never guess that in less than a year, she’d be spitting bars over trap beats and emulating mumble-rap on songs like ‘7 Rings’.

But take into account that one of Grande’s biggest influences on her artistry is the English experimental alt-pop icon Imogen Heap, a singer-songwriter and producer formerly of the electronic duo Frou Frou, known for her madcap and experimentalist approach to pop music.

As a vocalist, Ariana also clearly wanted to emulate the likes of Mariah Carey and Whitney Houston on her earlier material and her commitment to never staying in one musical lane clearly calls back to the work of Madonna, a future collaborator of Grande’s, as well as the often-overlooked experimentalism of much of Britney Spears’ boldest albums, like In The Zone and Blackout.

At the time of writing, Ariana Grande has nine US Number 1 singles, six US Number 1 albums, two Grammys, one Oscar nomination and life-time Spotify streams now totalling over 53 billion (a number that will continue to rise).

By and large, the dominant theme of pop music in the third decade of the twenty-first century is a fixation on, and a search for, authenticity. Artists like Billie Eilish, SZA and more recently, Charli xcx, have all been lauded for the honesty contained in their music and how it connects to not just their core fanbases, but the public at large. I would argue that, certainly as pure pop acts go, few are as bracingly authentic as Grande. Her best work directly references traumatic, sometimes even horrifying events in her personal life, like the Manchester bombing of 2017, which turned her into something of a folk hero in the UK, the death of her former partner, rapper Mac Miller, and the impact it had on not just her relationship with then-fiancé Pete Davidson but her music career at large, and the recent divorce from her husband of three years, Dalton Gomez. She tackles all these topics with unrestrained candour, something that has opened her artistry into hitherto undiscovered highs.

In this journey through her life, music and acting, we will discover the work of an artist, an actress, a vocalist, a songwriter and now a producer in her own right who has made some of the best pop music of the last twenty years by staying true to exactly who she is.

This is Ariana Grande … and we must thank her for it.
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Career Beginnings and Victorious

Every big pop girl has to start somewhere …

While it’s always nice to think of the journey to pop stardom as akin to Dorothy being plucked from Kansas and dropped into the technicolour world of Oz by way of a tornado, the ascent to the upper echelons of the kind of celebrity Ariana Grande has endured for now more than half of her life is not the result of serendipity. Instead, it’s the payout of years of hard work and blind luck, oftentimes behind the scenes and more times than not without the promise of instant success.

You see the Ariana Grande you know and love? With the high ponytail and the bangers? Though it might seem like it, she didn’t arrive overnight. She – like most of her peers – was working from a very young age and had a star persona that was carefully curated behind the scenes, years before she even began releasing music.

It’s a hard path to navigate, full of pitfalls at every turn. For every Ariana Grande or, say, Miley Cyrus or Selena Gomez, there are countless examples of former children’s television stars who tried – and failed – to make the transition into a full-time music career; Grande’s Victorious co-star Victoria Justice, for one, whose own foray into a solo career, despite being the main character of Victorious, failed to make an impact.

While many casual fans would point to Ariana’s starring role as Cat Valentine on the Nickelodeon sitcom Victorious as the genesis of her career, she got her start before most of her peers had even begun studying their times tables. Like a little Rachel Berry, Ariana Grande made her cultural debut as an actress on Broadway, working on the musical 13 aged just fifteen years old.

What is 13, I hear you ask? It’s a musical with music and lyrics by Jason Robert Brown (who would collaborate with Grande once more on a bonus track on Dangerous Woman) and a book by Dan Elish and Robert Horn, concerning teenager Evan Goldman, who moves from New York to Ohio as his parents are divorcing and trying to prepare for his upcoming Bar Mitzvah. 13’s big draw was the fact that its entire cast was made up of teenagers. Grande made her Broadway debut in the role of Charlotte and starred alongside her future Victorious co-star Elizabeth (Liz) Gillies, with the two fast becoming lifelong friends. In September 2008, 13 opened on Broadway and closed after 105 performances and twenty previews in January 2009. But don’t feel too sad for Ariana, her big break was finally on the way.

The year 2009 was also when she was cast in Victorious. The conceit of Victorious is this: Tori Vega (Victoria Justice), an aspiring singer who wins a place at a performing arts high school, also attended by her older sister Trina (Daniella Monet) and a host of side-characters, including mean girl frenemy Jade (Gillies), heartthrob and quasi-love interest Beck (Avan Jogia) and Cat Valentine, the role that would be taken by Grande.

She was the most consistent and well-rounded performer of the troupe. Cat Valentine falls into the Phoebe from Friends or the April from Parks and Recreation mould; a side-character that, while not really fulfilling any of the main plots of the series, is always within the orbit of the main players and is the source of much comical relief. In Cat’s case, this was through her being well meaning and endearing but also stupid. Despite her young age, Ariana played her with gusto; her performance is broad, but at times intensely studied, involving more acting than you think a children’s television sitcom might contain.

But Ariana’s casting in Victorious had wide-ranging implications. When the show first began to air in 2010, we were living in a post-High School Musical landscape. The recent boom of the musical dramedy Glee also inspired the show; much like Glee, the songs featured on Victorious and sung by its cast could be purchased as digital singles. This almost instantaneous access, exposed even further by the then fast-expanding use of social media sites like Twitter (X) turned Grande and her cast mates into teen idols. Much like any wannabe starlet in the spotlight for the first time, she made the most of this moment.

This was Ariana’s first taste of celebrity but she was already deploying savvy business tactics to expand her identity outside of Victorious. Her frank, open discussions with fans on Twitter and frequent covers on YouTube quickly started earning her a fanbase, the ‘Arianators’.

To hear Grande tell the story herself, despite her burgeoning fame as a teen idol, music was always her priority. Even as a teenager she realised she had to play a long game to get exactly what she wanted.

‘I never really saw myself as an actress,’ she once told Vogue, ‘but when I started talking about wanting to make R&B music at fourteen, they were like, “What the fuck would you sing about? This is never going to work. You should audition for some TV shows and build yourself a platform and get yourself out there, because you’re funny and cute and you should do that until you’re old enough to make the music you want to make.” So I did that. I booked that TV show, and then I was like, OK, now can I make music?’

While most of her Victorious castmates, like Victoria Justice, ended up contractually signing to Sony, who distributed the show’s original music, Ariana seemed to always have one eye ahead into the future and had a ‘carve out’ clause in her contract, essentially meaning she could sign to a label of her choice.

She found that label in the form of Republic Records which, in 2025, is home to superstars like Taylor Swift, The Weeknd and Nicki Minaj – the latter two would be future collaborators. Grande was signed to the label after its CEO, Monte Lipman, was sent some of her YouTube covers by a friend. Impressed by those covers, designed to show off her impressive vocal range and her magnetic star power, he signed her to a recording contract in August 2011, aged eighteen.

As Lipman tells it, even as a teenager with little professional experience in the music industry, Ariana was determined to make herself heard.

‘I’m pitching her [on Republic],’ he recalls. ‘About twelve minutes in, she shuts me down. “Do you want to hear me sing?” Then she belts [out] a Whitney track and just stops time.’

It seems that even in 2011, Grande was beginning to play the long game with her career. ‘Ari is very determined and incredibly resourceful,’ Lipman continued. ‘She said she [only] pursued acting [on Victorious] to set up her music career.’1

What did that music sound like? Well …



‘PUT YOUR HEARTS UP’

Release date: 12 December 2011

Written by: Linda Perry, Martin Johnson, Matt Squire

Produced by: Matt Squire

The saying goes that ‘everyone has to start somewhere’ but maybe Ariana Grande would prefer you to forget that she started here.

Her disdain for her debut solo single – a bubblegum pop confection that contains a heavy interpolation of 4 Non-Blondes’ 1993 classic, ‘What’s Up’ – is well recorded. In fact, when her second studio album My Everything and its accompanying singles blew up into a chart force, Grande forced her label to hide the track’s music video from her YouTube channel although it is still unlisted and available to watch, should the mood ever take you.

So, why does she hate ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ so much? Horrible title aside, as far as starting guns on careers go, it’s certainly no ‘Crazy In Love’ or ‘… Baby One More Time’. In fact, the one thing you can say about ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ is that it knows its audience – children.

Yes, it’s a perfectly serviceable synth-pop track, with a very of-the-moment production that veers ever so slightly close to EDM. Grande’s register is lower than you might expect and a smattering of stuttering vocals gives a small glimpse into, perhaps, an attempt at making it more mature than something you would hear on Glee or Kidz Bop. Nevertheless, as an introduction to Ariana as an artist, ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ tells us little about who she is; ironic, considering her later material would be so personable.

In fact, it seems on reflection that ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ is not a release by Ariana Grande herself, but rather Ariana Grande pretending to play Cat Valentine, her character on Victorious. But God loves a trier, so let’s dive in! What is ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ trying to say? Well, it seems built around the emerging trend at that time of using your fingers to make a heart, which was fast becoming de rigueur at both pop concerts and across burgeoning social media sites like Twitter and Tumblr. The song’s saccharine belief in self-love – and sharing that love with everyone around you, whether they want it or not – does slot in nicely to a short-lived trend in pop music at that time. Bolstered by the themes of acceptance and diversity in television shows like Glee, which quickly became a phenomenon in the US around its debut in 2009, we soon saw several pop songs try to dial into this cultural moment.

Chief of these would be Lady Gaga’s gay rights anthem ‘Born This Way’, of course, and a twin collection of singles by P!nk, ‘Raise Your Glass’ and ‘Fuckin’ Perfect’, as well as Sara Bareilles’ ‘Brave’ and Katy Perry’s ‘Roar’. ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ definitely fits into this category, although it wasn’t as distinctive as ‘Born This Way’ in its message.

Lyrically, too, we’re not talking Lennon-McCartney levels of composition here either. During the track’s second verse, there’s the barmy reference to not being able to resurrect Gandhi or Martin Luther King Jr. But did you know that’s OK? Because we can do anything! Tell ’em, Queen! Luckily, that particular statement is stuck under so much reverb, you can hardly make sense of what Ariana’s saying.

Now, let’s talk about the track’s music video. There’s a reason that Grande wanted her label to hide it from her YouTube profile – it’s not very good. By her own admission, speaking around the release of ‘Problem’, she said that her issues stemmed from the fact the song was ‘geared towards kids […] and felt inauthentic and fake,’ she told Rolling Stone in a 2014 cover profile. ‘It was the worst moment of my life. For the video, they gave me a bad spray tan and put me in a princess dress and made me frolic down the street. That whole thing was straight out of hell.’2

Ariana’s opinion on the track does seem to have cooled in the ensuing years, however. In 2020, she explained her disdain for the song at that time came from a place of self-doubt; she was worried that her core audience still saw her as Cat from Victorious and would expect her to make bubblegum pop.

Maybe that would have been the case for her core group of fans, but ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ wasn’t mature enough to truly break through. Upon release, it failed to chart on the Billboard Hot 100 or any of its affiliate charts, although by 2014, Billboard noted that the single had shifted 500,000 copies in total in the US, combined through both digital downloads and streams.

There’s an outdated notion that, in pop music especially, you only get one chance at a good first impression. I’d like to debunk that theory. ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ is proof that anyone can have a second chance … as long the music is good.



‘POPULAR SONG’ with Mika

Release date: 21 December 2012

Written by: Mika, Priscilla Renea, Mathieu Jomphe, Stephen Schwartz

Produced by: Greg Wells, Mika, Jason Nevins

A year ago, the concept of anyone caring about a one-off single Ariana Grande once appeared on with the UK singer-songwriter Mika (yes, of ‘Grace Kelly’ fame) that was released to precisely no success whatsoever would be inconceivable. But now? ‘Popular Song’ doesn’t look like a minor bump on Grande’s road to stardom anymore, it kind of looks like destiny manifest.

I’d never thought I’d say this, but let’s talk about ‘Popular Song’!

The song’s origins have nothing to do with Grande herself. One can only imagine her involvement was spawned out of a notion to re-introduce Mika’s music to a younger audience, while also continuing to prop up a prospective solo launch for Ariana. ‘Popular Song’ was her only release in more than a year, following the muted reception to ‘Put Your Hearts Up’.

Originally, ‘Popular Song’ was included on Mika’s third studio album, The Origin of Love (2012), as an album track featuring the songwriter Priscilla Renea. Renea now records under the moniker Muni Long, but at the time was a hitmaker for the likes of The Saturdays, Fifth Harmony and Cheryl Cole. Melodically, it’s basically a completely different track and contains more explicit language, although it does retain the sample of ‘Popular’ from the film Wicked.

For its single release, it was clear something more was needed. Mika wanted it to emulate the ‘wonky pop’ of his breakthrough hit single, ‘Grace Kelly’ and so the track was reworked and restructured with producer Jason Nevins to make it more standard Top 40 fare. Including some rewrites, and now-added vocals from Grande, a new version of ‘Popular Song’ was born.

The conceit of ‘Popular Song’ is the classic ‘revenge’ number. It’s concerned with Mika and Ariana reflecting on their humble beginnings and all the people who used to look down on them, but now find themselves looking up at a pair of stars on the rise. Perhaps the most comical couplet of the song comes from Mika music that someone used to cheerlead, but now they work at the cinema making ‘popular corn’, which is certainly one way of putting it!

The inclusion of ‘Popular’ here is rather inspired. Wicked is something we will (obviously) get into a little later down the line in Grande’s career, but in the context of the original musical (and its later live-action film), the song is sung by Glinda, who promises to turn Elphaba, the future Wicked Witch of the West, into a ‘popular’ girl like herself during their time at Shiz University.

Knowing this context, it’s quite clear that ‘Popular Song’ is rather an inversion of ‘Popular’ – instead of helping make someone else popular, Mika and Ariana are now looking down at the people who thought they were popular, but life has turned out quite differently.

I don’t know if you’ve ever watched the music video for ‘Popular Song’, but if you haven’t seen it in a while, I would recommend you watch it again, just because at points, I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Directed by Chris Marrs Piliero, who would also go on to direct the visuals for ‘Break Free’, it has a definite influence of the Addams Family and the work of Tim Burton, casting Mika and Ariana as two beleaguered high school students. This works for Grande – she was nineteen at the time. As for Mika … Well, it’s giving ‘how are you doing, fellow kids?’ Their dastardly plan is to enact revenge on their bullies by brewing a potion that turns them to stone. There’s a little twist ending, too, when Grande’s character seems to remember Mika being mean to her when they were children. Are their characters relatives? Friends? Lovers? I have absolutely no idea. All I know is, Grande turns him to stone too.

At the time, ‘Popular Song’ probably made sense for Grande’s career as a burgeoning pop star. She was a year out from her debut single stalling, Victorious was airing its fourth and final season and she was clearly juggling those prior commitments with retooling her own music. A new collaboration would keep several of those fires burning and keep her in the mainstream conversation. Although, let’s be clear, she was collaborating with Mika, not Ed Sheeran.

Looking back at it now, though, just breeds more questions than answers. Did Mika and Ariana Grande know who each other were before they recorded this duet together? I very much doubt it. Have they ever hung out since promoting it together? I would bet money against it!

The most interesting thing about ‘Popular Song’ now, of course, is its direct link to Wicked. Looking back, do you think people listening to ‘Popular Song’ in 2012 were aware the pint-sized pop princess featured on the track would, more than a decade later, be up for an actual Oscar for playing Glinda?

If you say yes, I know you’re lying!

Much like ‘Put Your Hearts Up’, ‘Popular Song’ didn’t really have much of an impact charts-wise, although it did become Grande’s first entry on the Billboard Hot 100 as a solo artist, peaking at Number 87. Surprisingly, despite Mika’s higher profile in his native UK, the song entirely failed to chart there.

The duo’s promotional efforts included a perky live performance on Dancing With The Stars, where it does seem like they only met backstage for a few seconds before being thrown onstage together and forced to perform. It’s cute! Plus, it’s the start of Ariana beginning to wear cat ears – a signature look that would become a staple throughout the My Everything era. However, better things were on the horizon. The next year would not just bring about the ending of Victorious, but the start of Grande’s career as a pop star proper.
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Yours Truly and the Beginnings of a Pop Career

There are no guarantees in the life of a pop star. In fact, you could argue that most of the great pop careers thrived in the face of oncoming failure.

It took Madonna two records until she scored her first Number 1 single, ‘Like A Virgin’ (1984), Lady Gaga and Katy Perry were both dropped from their first record deals and more recently, Dua Lipa veered very close to the dumper. Her first undeniable hit, ‘New Rules’ (2017), was released at the end of a seven-single run.

Ariana Grande was no different. In fact, as work began on her debut album, the chips were already stacked against her. ‘Put Your Hearts Up’, the first attempt to launch her pop career, was DOA and it looked – even if only for a second – that things might not go her way. But, like all the best divas, she had a point to prove and nothing was going to stop her.

First, though, it was time to take stock of what had gone wrong so far. As we know, ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ did not seem like the musical debut of Ariana Grande, but instead her fictional alter-ego, Cat Valentine. Acknowledging this would be important, as would be finding the best foot forward. Even at the tender age of twenty, Grande showed a shrewd understanding of where things stood and pop music as a business transaction. She knew an evolution was needed; the music she released would need to resonate and to do that, it would have to come from the heart. People can always smell a fake. Now was the time to show them what she could really do.

To their credit, Ariana’s label Republic Records seemed to be aware of her considerable potential and the fact that she wasn’t dropped following the relative failure of both ‘Put Your Hearts Up’ (that 4 Non-Blondes’ sample couldn’t have been cheap!) and ‘Popular’ is telling. The pop graveyard is littered with the careers of would-be starlets who were unceremoniously dropped from their deals after their first singles failed to resonate, Grande’s Victorious co-star Victoria Justice being one of them.

Instead, in 2013 Grande came to Republic with a plan. Her vision for her debut album wasn’t one of throwaway electronic pop tracks, but a vintage R&B record, influenced by the likes of Motown Records, Whitney Houston and most importantly, Mariah Carey’s sterling 1990s album run, from Emotions to Butterfly. Carey is a pivotal figure in Grande’s career, Ariana herself having called her ‘the queen of my life’.1

This was inspired thinking, but also carried a heavy risk (like most correct decisions do). In 2013, pop at large was not interested in looking to the past, it was still deep in conversation with the EDM boom of the late ’00s-early ’10s, and its greatest female stars dealt heavily in maximalism, not vintage pastiche.

The year 2013 was the year that Lady Gaga and Katy Perry released ARTPOP and Prism respectively. Prism would score Perry two










‘THE WAY’ with Mac Miller
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