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			Dedicated to Susan and Patrick. With me at the start of writing this. With me in spirit at the end.

		

	
		
		

		

		
			



			Prologue

			


			


			KFC at UMF

			



			“Y’all hungry for some beats?”

			April 2019. Wedged between the warm waters and glass skyline of downtown Miami’s Bayfront Park, the Ultra Music Festival has never been known for subtlety, but this is shaping up to be something else. Described by Billboard as a ‘premier global dance destination’, the consistently brash UMF – its name taken from Depeche Mode’s Ultra album – is about to go WTF. Adam Beyer, Carl Cox, Marshmello, Maceo Plex and Armin van Buuren are among the vast array of talent spread across the three days of UMF, which, having launched in 1999, has both expanded hugely in scale in Miami and spawned franchises from Croatia to Colombia. Right now, though, the audience is advised to give it up for a DJ who’s come all the way from Kentucky. A DJ called Colonel Sanders. He of the fried chicken empire.

			Enter stage someone in a Colonel Sanders get-up – white suit, black string tie, signature goatee – topped off with a massive Deadmau5-style helmet. From there, five minutes (yes, he played a five-minute set) of pumping up the crowd with strangely off-key EDM, the screens awash in giant Colonels with love-heart eyes. With the disassociated mood characteristic of these events, the crowd doesn’t dance, but they don’t boo either. They mostly just stick it out, capturing the whole spectacle on video. 

			If the reaction at UMF was meh, by the time the clips hit YouTube, it had evolved into something more robust. ‘What level of capitalism is this?’ asked a comment that garnered 1,000 likes. ‘This episode of Black Mirror sucks,’ said another. One person simply wrote, ‘This made me sad’. Word from the KFC camp was more upbeat. A tweet from the Colonel blurted: “One thing a lot of people don’t know about me is that I have been a huge fan of electronic music for the last few days, and I can’t wait to show off the DJ skills I’ve developed in that time.” Another tweet from the Colonel: “Being on this stage was a wild ride. I couldn’t ask for a better crowd of folks at @ultra today!” 

			By the time news of this wild ride collided with the specialist music media, incredulity was hitting a peak. ‘A line finally may have been crossed at this year’s Ultra,’ snarled Pitchfork. ‘The stunt’s bald crassness is, in many ways, a logical extension of an industry dogged by accusations of ghost production, buying social-media followers and other signs of general spiritual decay. It’s possible to wonder why it took so long for things to reach this point.’ The view from the 909 Originals website was similarly damning: ‘It’s been said that in this era of Trump, Brexit et al, that politics is beyond satire. In the realm of electronic dance music (or should that be event-driven marketing?), aka EDM, it’s probably fair to say that we are now, similarly, beyond parody.’

			Details about how this turn of events came to be, what the strategy behind it even was, or how much exactly does it cost to grab 300 seconds of stage time for someone pretending to be a fast-food tycoon who died 35 years ago was, unsurprisingly, not the type of thing anyone was rushing to disclose. But those on the marketing communications side were broadly on the same page as those in dance music. Industry outlet, The Drum, remarked: ‘Many saw the inclusion of a brand on the main stage as an interruption or disrespectful to the artists at the festival.’ Speaking to Campaign, Kate Umfreville from experiential marketing agency, The Producers, observed: “All too often, brands decide to be the publisher and curator of cultural content. They don’t have permission or authenticity to do it. Yes, create a vehicle for DJs to perform – stage, arena, hotel, motel, Ferris wheel, boat, tank, you name it. It’s been done and it works. But be the canvas, be the facilitator.”  

			Courtesy of a giant and unskippable on-stage advertisement, we have started Selling The Night at what, by most people’s reckoning, is the bottom of the barrel. The you-couldn’t-make-it-up moment when America’s already hyper-commercialised EDM industry jumped the shark (or perhaps the chicken). It’s a good place to start – for effect, at least – but it doesn’t mean this story will permanently remain in disapproval mode. There’s much ground to cover, charting how dance music interfaces with a wider world of commerce and creativity – the opportunities this creates, and the threats raised. It’s not all as silly or dispiriting as KFC-goes-EDM. Concerns will be aired and shortcomings pointed to, but also brilliant projects and noteworthy collaborations. Smart ways in which dance music has been platformed and celebrated, and in which wider culture has been influenced. 

			As such, expect to hear as much in this book about ad campaigns, sponsorship deals and how ideas permeate from club culture to other fields, as legendary DJ sets or detailed unpacking of genres. In this pursuit – and alongside drawing from a wealth of editorial and research materials – I go after a range of perspectives. I interview people club culture-side, agency-side, brand-side, as well as academics, archivists, activists, policymakers, photographers, writers, designers and more. Among this mixed crowd, some take pride in the interaction club culture has with the outside world, while others are suspicious, if not downright hostile (indeed, the notion of a dance music industrial complex, packaging raw creative energies for mass consumption, is real for some). Dance music’s backstory also offers insight, early signals of brand partnerships and ideas from nightlife that have impacted on other fields. Looking in the other direction, many are eager to share thoughts on the future – mostly optimistic, centred on practical outcomes and rooted in the principle of ‘knowledge as power’.

			Across its chronology, what’s fascinating is how dance music and club culture (terms I use fairly interchangeably) navigate their relationship with their surroundings – who’s pulling the strings, and how the circumstances evolve. The strong argument throughout: regardless of adversities, don’t bet against its capacity for rapid reinvention and adaptation. From Fiorucci at 1970s discos to modern-day venture capitalism landing in club culture, there is, for sure, a lot going on here. But how to make sense of the moving parts and multiple inputs? 

			



			Two directions of travel

			


			Dance music is part of wider culture – it doesn’t have much say in this – and, depending on your stance, can also be considered part of the broader creative industries. This book explores how the raw creativity of club culture, born in the margins, has reshaped industries and influenced cultural movements globally. It examines the complexities of this relationship – both the symbiotic and the parasitic – and asks: what happens when brands and institutions enter this space, and how can we preserve its democratising power? There’s nothing particularly straight or linear about any of it, but, to my mind, it is a story with two main directions of travel:

			


			1. Brands moving into club culture: A relatively concentrated story, but one loaded with big challenges for those grappling with notions such as authenticity and value exchange as they design collaborations between brands and dance music. We’ll look at both past and present examples of friction and harmony in the relationship between club culture, brands and advertising. We’ll also hear about the challenges in proving the effectiveness of these collaborations, the perils of short-term thinking and brands’ increasingly layered efforts to position themselves as supporters, not just sponsors.

			


			2. People and ideas that emerge from club culture: A more expansive and sprawling story, rather dizzying in scope when considering what to include and how wide to set the aperture. Media, advertising, design, gaming, fashion, hotels, alcohol, beauty and tourism certainly all figure in where club culture has left a mark. But so do questions about how equitable club culture’s opportunities are, especially in a time when operating without a safety net of privilege is more challenging than ever.

			



			

			Resistance and dissent

			
All aboard? Not quite. Before we guzzle too much of the corporate Kool-Aid, there are plenty I speak to, representing different communities and perspectives, who do not recognise the value in letting brands take space in dance music whatsoever. Some also view ideas taken from club culture more as theft and appropriation than something to be celebrated. One of the people I reached out to, an acclaimed voice on New York City disco, got back by email with: ‘My take is that brands should be kept well away from the dancefloor, or at least dancefloors that value community and egalitarianism. Corporations are anti-democratic and the ruination of the world. I’d rather they paid proper taxes on their profits rather than piggybacking on grassroots culture to whitewash their embedment in neoliberalism and often reactionary governments, Israel being the most notable.’ 

			The premise that brands, the creative industries and dance music are cosy bedfellows, and that it’s just about improving, optimising, the relationship between them is not how some see it at all. They picture a future in which clubs are self-supporting and self-sustaining, keeping those external forces at bay. Another person I reached out to, someone with a detailed perspective on music, club culture and design from the 1980s and 1990s, responded to my request to chat with: ‘ANYTHING to do with brands and advertising is the LAST thing I am interested in. Ditto, in our current moment, what passes for creative ‘industries’. But best of luck all the same.’ I took the last part with a pinch of salt.

			Other themes of dissent encountered include the harm caused by the influx of investment money into club culture – followed by the profit extracted and the growing divide between the haves and the have-nots this is creating. There is also, unsurprisingly, growing scrutiny of how dance music has responded to the wider calls for accountability and action against systemic inequality and social injustice, particularly in the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement. Parallel to this, and often intertwined, is the threat posed by the gentrification of cities, which now jeopardises the very existence of club culture.

			Next to commoditisation and commercialisation, another theme of disquiet is the so-called over-intellectualisation of nightlife – an irony noted when writing a book about dance music – even its ‘academisation’. A 2024 piece in Quietus opens with: ‘Clubs are closing, a new generation is less keen on going out and bashing their bonces with garries – yet raving is discussed more than ever, with endless books and academic articles discussing the dancefloor as a utopia.’ The music journalist Chal Ravens opines in the piece: ‘I can’t remember a time when people talked about dancing as much as they are right now, despite apparently not doing it as much. In the last few years I’ve bought three books specifically about dancing – more than in 10 years of writing about dance music – and noticed rave-themed reading groups popping up to analyse them. At the ICA in London, for instance, participants have been discussing ‘what it means to rave in the contemporary moment’ via close readings of writers and choreographers.’

			Much of what we see in dance music – the frictions and concerns – echo broader debates playing out across society. And, just as elsewhere, voices are growing louder and more confident. The role of brands in club culture, and its co-option by the creative industries, therefore, does not get a free pass.

			



			Who’s writing this?

			
I’m going into this with what could be viewed as a foot in both camps (though for me it’s much less binary than that). I have a love of, and fascination with, dance music and its surrounding culture that goes back quite a soberingly extensive number of decades. Alongside this, I’ve worked in marketing communications for the past 20 years. It probably comes as little shock that many in that field share this passion for dance music, quite a few probably crediting it as important in whatever success they’ve had – whether through inspiring ideas or valuable connections made.

			It was certainly important for me. In fact, I owe huge amounts to it. I didn’t go to university. Courtesy of a Jobcentre ad, I started work at 16 as a foot messenger in a late ’80s, pre-gentrified Soho, London, scooping up experiences from the characters, occasional chaos and regular conviviality of the place, listening to hip-hop on my Walkman and delivering photos to ad agencies. I was also scooping up glimpses of what life looked like in those ad agencies. It was a particularly flourishing period for that industry in London. It all appeared very exciting, but the catch was I was going in the tradesman’s door. Not the front door, the one into well-appointed lobbies where, invariably, a wall of screens blasted out the agency’s latest work. I felt close to all of that creativity but also a million miles away from it. Job offers in advertising were not forthcoming (absurdly, ways in for those without a university education have drastically diminished in the time between then and now – so much for progress).

			In the midst of my Soho runner days came 1988 and acid house. How it exploded into being is a story that has been told so many times now as to have lost a little of its kick, but it genuinely changed everything for me. Though I’d always loved music, as with the inner sanctums of those ad agencies, it all felt out of reach. I couldn’t see a way in. Acid house upturned that. While many of the records were made far away in Chicago and Detroit, those DJing, promoting the parties and cooking up so many of the other cultural activities that orbited the night out, if you didn’t know them yourself, there was a good chance someone else you knew did. 

			

			Suddenly a thrilling sense of being closer, much closer, to the centre of the action took hold. And as intense and mind-blowing as the music and the club or warehouse party were, many of us were switched on by the adjacent ideas and DIY entrepreneurialism that came along in tow. The empowering and democratising reverberations had you thinking that, just maybe, you could start a fanzine or a T-shirt line, set up a club night or some other kind of enterprise that fed off, and contributed to, the energy of that moment. I wouldn’t have heard about the ‘creative industries’ concept by then, but if I had, and that all of this experimenting in underground culture was a part of a bigger cause, I’m pretty sure I would have been immediately sold.

			As it was, I ran some small parties, sold tickets to, and helped others organise, bigger parties. I had a record deal (didn’t get beyond some test pressings). I never started a fanzine but I wrote for other people’s fanzines, and this was the bit that stuck. I spent the next decade making a career (I use that term loosely) as a music and subculture journalist, never quite getting over the shock of being sent records for free, or flown places to interview fascinating/visionary/famous/absurd people, and experience all kinds of subcultural inspiration firsthand. 

			I spent time with Carl Craig, Derrick May, Wu-Tang Clan, Jay-Z, Nas, Björk, Massive Attack, Aphex Twin, Jeff Mills, Daft Punk, Frankie Knuckles, Public Enemy, Dr Dre, Masters At Work, Snoop Dogg, Mary J Blige, Missy Elliott, De La Soul, Fabio & Grooverider and countless others. I got to chart the deepest recesses of the underground, alongside the explosive commercialisation that marked the 1990s – superclubs, Ibiza, dance music festivals and so forth. Despite the swelling coffers of dance music, I barely made a living during that time – certainly not one that had me thinking about savings or pensions. But in many ways, the lessons learnt and portals opened more than paid the bills.

			Later, after a brief stop-off in the boom-crash beginning days of dotcoms, by a mixture of design and happenstance I made a swing into marketing communications and agencies. Since then, and truly using so much of what I found in acid house – confidence, how to join dots, the value of subculture, turning hustle into a kind of business savvy – I’ve launched, grown and subsequently sold a couple of companies that had offices in all places from London and New York City to Sydney and Singapore. The first focused on creative outputs and so-called branded content. The second on cultural insights and strategy. At both, we worked with big, demanding brands in categories like media, tech, apparel and alcohol, all essentially seeking to connect with culture for commercial gain.

			While the commissions at these agencies covered a range of themes, music was ever present in the mix. Early on, I worked with Sony PlayStation on initiatives that placed them within the DIY culture of grime. Also way back when, on strategies for (blast from the file sharing past) Napster, unpacking music and youth culture for Channel 4, and advising an array of music magazines and specialist radio stations on preparing for a digital future (mixed results there, frankly). More recently, with Ballantine’s on their True Music platform, learning what clubbers, DJs and promoters need from brands, and helping shape their principles for playing a role in a safer, fairer industry. In between: Apple, Spotify, Nike, Bacardi, Peroni – these are just a handful of the other brands who called us in to explore the direction music subculture was headed in, strategising what their own point of view or position may be. 

			Like many in marketing communications whom I’ve spoken to for this book, I’ve sometimes felt conflicted by making a living from coalescing culture and commerce. The briefs usually presented an honourable goal of how a brand could support a scene, movement or community. But positive intentions were prone to getting jumped on by factors such as brand guidelines, budget cuts, ‘return on investment’ wrangling and the fear of stepping outside the safer confines of traditional marketing. Often it was evident that while the team working on the project had their hearts in the right place, higher-ups in the organisation saw it as just another line on a spreadsheet, no more important than pay-per-click campaigns or popup ads.

			I grew up too obsessed with adverts, media and game-changing companies like Nike and Apple – alongside more underground things – to draw a hard dividing line between brands and subculture. My fairly rudimentary view has always been that if brands want to engage in these spaces, they should provide tools, resources, platforms and exposure that others need – offering utility, not trying to be the life and soul of the party. But they don’t always see it that way – which, no doubt, is exactly how you end up with DJs dressed as Colonel Sanders.

			When I started this book, I kept an open mind but suspected I wouldn’t come away with a tidy answer on how brands and dance music should coexist (spoiler: I didn’t). It reminds me of the unresolved debates from the early days of acid house in the UK. Was it a countercultural escape – a rebellion against Margaret Thatcher’s nascent neoliberalism? Or was it a symptom of Thatcherism itself? Entrepreneurialism, oversized mobile phones and a milieu where anyone could rise above their station by grafting – perhaps unwittingly acid house was all of this writ large.

			Maybe it was both things at once. That, I believe, was the fuzzy conclusion reached back then, and nearly 40 years on, not much seems to have changed. For some, dance music is a community and support network – it’s political. For others, it’s escapism and consumerism – a space ripe for brand involvement. For most, there’s no succumbing to easy binaries. It is both – which is awkward, messy, prone to friction but ultimately reflects how many of us live, with feet (like mine) in multiple camps, lurching between underground and mainstream, culture and commerce, resistance and participation.

			



			Considerations

			
Some observations from writing this book – specifically, aspects I grappled with or that impacted the course of the story. I began with more streamlined ideas of what was in and out of scope. But the conversations I had with the many people who generously gave their time introduced new subjects. As a result, I found myself confronting topics I hadn’t initially considered. For instance, the role of funding in club culture (beyond standard brand partnerships) became a more prominent theme than anticipated, and the role of education in dance music and club culture well and truly forced its way into the story. 

			Some chapters have us firmly on a chronological path. Others are more thematic in form. I’d love you to read all of this book – no kidding – but I think each chapter can be considered a stand-alone read, too. Some of these chapters stay in lane. Others, let’s just say, are a little more discursive. For instance, themes like minoritised and marginalised communities in dance music are not – and to my mind, should not – be ring-fenced to a single chapter. These debates are fundamental across the full timeline of club culture, present in every facet of it, regardless of how commercial or otherwise nightlife finds itself. Similarly, the impact of gentrification and urban change are never far from the page.

			At times, it has felt like an exercise (albeit a mighty fun one) in boiling the ocean. Club culture, after all, has near endless touch points with other aspects of culture and creativity. I’d describe this book as comprehensive, then, but not definitive – by which I mean that while many threads could have been explored (some known to me, many not), I’ve chosen to look closer at some intersections – such as which fields have been influenced over the decades, and how these influences have compounded into present-day club culture – over others.

			I also wrestled with how much to cover hip-hop – and its adjacent genres – in this story. It appears in places, but ultimately, I think it has a narrative that deserves its own space. In ways both positive and less so, it has a different relationship with brands and advertising, and its own dealings with wider culture. Sometimes the focus in this book drifts closer to festivals than clubs, but it’s all now part of the broader dance music culture. In fact, there’s a term for this: the ‘festivalisation’ of dance music. While much of what I cover has global relevance, I acknowledge that my focus in terms of research and interviews was on big clubbing cities and destinations in the Global North. There are undoubtedly other perspectives and stories from different regions that deserve more thorough exploration.

			



			Creativity from the night

			
They say nothing good happens after midnight, but in the case of creativity, that’s just not so. The night fosters a different kind of creativity: something urgent, spontaneous, carved out of necessity and often from those living marginalised lives. It’s a creativity that you can’t summon up in an agency or studio environment, via an officially sanctioned arts body or a shiny innovation lab. It grows in the dark but, for decades, has filtered through to influence everything from media, advertising, design and visual culture, to gaming, fashion, hospitality, alcohol, beauty, tourism and far beyond. Myriad stunning ideas emerge from it. Very bright and resourceful people, too.

			The UK’s Night Time Industries Association (NTIA), much as they have skin in the game, puts it nicely in their 2022 report titled Dance Music’s Impact On Communities And Culture: ‘Nightclubs may seem like blackboxed utopias, but participants take the inspiration, positive attitudes, relationships and interpersonal skills forged within repurposed basements and warehouses back out into the wider world. People emerge from clubs inspired, happier, more tolerant and more community-spirited.’

			But who gets to leverage this out-the-box talent and creativity, for reasons communal or commercial? Amid considerable societal change, how can we preserve the egalitarian role that this creativity plays? Much here is in flux and deep in debate. The creativity itself, however, remains loud, booming and beyond question. If you’re as fascinated as I am by transformative power born of the night – and its capacity to change lives – you should find catalytic ideas and inspiration in these pages. And no more chicken colonels, promise. 

		

	
		
			

			



			1. A state of perpetual surprise

			


			Early signals before dance music as we know it, with brands seeking a presence in jazz and among Black communities

			


			The first moves towards ‘culture marketing’, and how ideas journey from subculture to mainstream

			

			


			


			Pepsi in Harlem 

			
That it’s in New York City where we first encounter a brand stepping into dance music shouldn’t come as much surprise. It makes perfect sense that it should be here, in the frenetic swirl of subcultural change and accompanying commercialisation that is the hallmark of the place. But the decade we’re in is less expected. We will get to the NYC of the 1970s, to the dressed-down underground and uptown decadence, but for now, we’re further back. It’s the 1940s and we’re in Harlem. 

			Here, above Central Park, in a neighbourhood synonymous with activism and social change, the Lindy Hop emerged – an energetic mishmash of jazz swing dances. Named after aviator Charles Lindbergh’s 1927 Atlantic crossing, the Lindy Hop was an early street dance and a cornerstone of the African American community. Its epicentre was the Savoy Ballroom on Lenox Avenue (now Malcolm X Boulevard), dubbed the ‘home of happy feet’. It’s remembered as one of the country’s first racially integrated public places. Through the 1920s and 1930s, up to 5,000 people packed the Savoy nightly, dancing to house bands like Al Cooper’s Savoy Sultans and Chick Webb, with guests like Dizzy Gillespie and Ella Fitzgerald. The energy was unmatched on its famous ‘track’ dancefloor – named for its unique elongated shape.

			As is often the case in clubs, there was a special spot on the dancefloor where you’d encounter the wildest enthusiasm. At the Savoy, this was ‘cat’s corner’, near the bandstand and informally reserved for the best dancers. In Steppin’ On The Blues, Jacqui Malone describes it as a space where ‘an invisible rope surrounded a dancing area that met the requirements of ritual, recreation and performance’.

			By the 1940s, a so-called third generation of Savoy Lindy Hoppers emerged in the neighbourhood. Before they were old enough to dance in the ballroom, many could be found further along Lenox Avenue, at number 121 – home of the Pepsi-Cola Junior Club. Created for teens aged 15–19, it was described in an April 1945 edition of the New York Age, a prominent African American newspaper, as a ‘gift to the community’. Run by the club members themselves under the motto ‘good citizenship through self-government’, the club featured a soft drink counter (stocked, we assume, with plenty of the fizzy stuff), ping pong tables, a jukebox and, most importantly, a dancefloor. Just a short walk from the Apollo Theatre, the club became where the new generation of Lindy Hoppers danced their hearts out – at least until the 10pm closing time.

			And what brought Pepsi-Cola to Harlem? The junior club was launched during the tenure of business president Walter Staunton Mack Jr, who was known for investing heavily in art exhibits and civic engagement. Yet, as jazz historian Harri Heinilä of the University Of Helsinki notes, the motives weren’t purely altruistic: ‘Despite a noble idea of creating good citizens by providing Harlem youngsters a place where they can learn principles of self-government and socialize with each other, practically, the reason for the club was economic. In the 1940s, there was a rivalry between the Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola companies. The latter had an idea of marketing Pepsi-Cola to African Americans by getting them involved in the company’s activities, starting in 1940 when the company hired three African Americans for its sales team. The Harlem Junior Club was likely part of this strategy to win African Americans over to the Pepsi-Cola company.’

			Some of the dancers – notably the couple George and Sugar Sullivan – would rise to national fame in the 1950s. You can find clips of them on YouTube from around then, their moves bringing everything from breakdancing to Chicago footwork to mind. Pepsi, however, gave up on their club in 1947, claiming a lack of support from the community (though just as likely due to a strategic pivot or cost-cutting measures, believes Heinilä). They offered the place rent-free for 18 months to anyone who wanted to take the space over and came forward with good plans and intentions.

			It’s unclear what offers were received, but in the following decades the site would become a rehearsal room and a Woolworth department store. In the 1970s, music found its way back inside, and it transformed into the Harlem World Disco. Disco by name, but more hip-hop by reputation: before eventually closing in 1985, 121 Malcolm X Boulevard would claim a further place in music history as the setting for shows by Grand Wizard Theodore & The Fantastic Five, Cold Crush Brothers, Treacherous Three and Busy Bee.

			Jazz’s relationship with brands and marketing took other forms as well in the first half of the 20th century. From the 1930s onwards, cigarette manufacturers became heavily involved in early radio programming, much of it centred on jazz. Among the first were the Lucky Strike Radio Hour, Camel Pleasure Hour and the Philip Morris Playhouse. Jazz duly began to grow in the North American popular consciousness, and the cigarette brands got to associate with music that was beginning to represent notions of freedom and rebellion.

			Coming later than Pepsi-Cola’s Harlem endeavours, though with rather more credibility and a through-line to the present day, Hennessy also made moves into Black culture around the mid-20th century. American GIs were first exposed to the warm and spicy flavours of the French cognac, now part of the vast LVMH luxury group, when stationed in Europe in the 1940s. The presence of jazz in European cities, particularly Paris, adds to the cultural relevance. By the 1950s, Hennessy was making the most of these connections, becoming among the first brands to recognise the existence of a successful Black professional class in the US, running adverts in magazines like Jet and Ebony, and signifying its place among emergent African American confidence through striking up endorsements from Miles Davis, Marvin Gaye and Josephine Baker.

			In 1968, Hennessy appointed African American Olympic champion Herb Douglas as vice president for marketing, breaking barriers and setting an example for diversity and inclusion in the corporate world. Speaking to Dazed.com in 2023, Julie Nollet, then chief marketing officer at Hennessy, explained: “As time progressed, Hennessy’s involvement in the cultural fabric of the Afro-American community continued to deepen. It became more than just a beverage; it was embraced as a symbol of celebration, triumph and unity.” The brand has reportedly been name-checked in over 4,000 rap tracks, and links into hip-hop, grime, reggae and beyond have been maintained.

			These were among the opening interactions in the significant and multidimensional relationship between music subculture and brands that was to come. Though it’s unlikely that they would have brandished terms such as ‘cultural relevance’ and ‘authenticity’ inside whatever constituted the marketing department of 1940s Pepsi-Cola or 1950s Hennessy, this is essentially what they were seeking with their support of junior dance clubs and jazz music. It wasn’t just about showing up in the neighbourhood; it was about showing up in the culture. They figured that, rather than buy billboard space, they would provide resources and utility. Countless brands have followed this path since, though not always with success. By the mid-1980s, Pepsi’s own music initiatives looked questionable, epitomised by the Guess The Fat Boys’ Weight competition, where the winner received 898 cans of Pepsi and $898 to match the then-notable rap trio’s combined weight in pounds.

			Rudimentary as their strategies would have been back then, brands like Pepsi and Hennessy were undoubtedly starting to grapple with the questions of legitimacy and purpose that bother boardrooms today. What meaningful role could they occupy? What ‘permissions’ did they have to participate in cultural spaces? And once they had established themselves, they faced another challenge: determining the success metrics. How do they measure if the needle has moved, and what exactly is the sentiment or perception they want to move anyway?

			



			Brands, culture, influence

			
Before we go any deeper on to the dancefloor, it’s worth level-setting on a few fundamentals of marketing communications. From relatively humble beginnings – when early ad men in the US were regarded as little more than smooth-talking wide-boys (and they were always boys) – it’s an industry that has undergone a profound 75-year transformation. It has been lavishly romanticised along that path in the cultural psyche. Conjuring visions of Mad Men and Madison Avenue, it’s become loaded with the machismo of the pitch, limitless nights out on expenses and much flitting around the world. The rise of mega-brands like McDonald’s, Nike, Apple, Pepsi and Levi’s has been put down as much to how they’ve communicated as the products they’ve offered. In its day, the TV spot became as conversation-worthy as the programmes it bookended. The lure of life as ‘the creative’ or ‘the strategist’, with its fashionable – and more recently hipster-ish – trappings, has proven strong for many. While it doesn’t quite command the salaries of finance or tech, there’s good money to be earned nonetheless – and a strong sense of cultural cachet to go with it.

			But it’s also an industry facing challenges, perhaps fearing that the glory years – particularly the expense accounts and global flitting – are fading into the past. Budgets are squeezed, clients are taking services in-house and generative AI looms as a tempting option for doing the work at twice the speed and zero the cost of humans. Concerns over representation appropriately feature, alongside handwringing about where the swagger and bravery have gone. Adding to the angst are the mega-scale management consulting groups – think Accenture – determinedly refusing to stay in their lane, snapping up creative, insights and design agencies with gusto. Probably not unlike many other industries – though marketing communications has a greater knack than most for getting dramatic about it all – it doesn’t feel much like ‘situation normal’ right now.

			All that said, it remains a vast and eminently global industry. A 2019 report by equity research firm Redburn and professional services group PwC valued it at $1.7 trillion worldwide. Such is its vastness that it spans everything from advertising to PR, SEO to sponsorship, events to influencers. With an appetite for change that is equal parts thrilling, desperate and disorienting, this is an industry that questions itself relentlessly – conjuring up new disciplines while discarding old ones. For all the self-flagellation, it is remarkably adept at adaptation – such as when TikTok rockets to prominence and an entirely new set of ways of working need to be rapidly devised. Because of all this, it can be an energising world to work in – but also harsh and sometimes absurdly demanding.

			One simple (some would say simplistic) way to make sense of how marketing communications work – and what is expected of it – is to slice it into two: performance marketing and brand marketing. The former focuses on driving measurable actions and achieving specific goals, such as sales, leads or website traffic. It’s all about programmatic advertising – automated, data-driven ad buying – and near-immediate results. Performance marketing has grown significantly in the digital age and, depending on your perspective, has either brought greater accountability and trust in return on investment or sucked most of the soul out of the industry.

			On the other hand, brand marketing concerns itself less with driving immediate actions and more with growing fame over time: creating lasting relationships and cementing unassailable positions in the firmament of modern consumer life. Its long-term nature means it lacks the measurability of performance marketing, often leaning more towards art than science. This makes success harder to quantify, with definitions of it conveniently – or inconveniently – malleable. Brand marketing is also the stuff of glamour and glory in the advertising game – the kind that embeds advertising into popular culture and, at least once upon a time, made people remark that the ads were better than the TV shows. Over more than a century, it has built an expansive web of businesses, from fabled names like J Walter Thompson, Ogilvy & Mather and Saatchi & Saatchi to relative upstarts like Uncommon Creative Studio, 72andSunny and Mojo Supermarket.

			Within brand marketing, there’s a mindset that pays particular attention to the idea of embedding brands in culture. It’s not new, but it’s certainly been getting louder. Pinning down exactly what it is can be tricky, but most agree it’s about placing brands among the things that matter to people – instead of getting in the way with adverts. It involves embracing the messiness of culture, not trying to force a perfect framework. It’s often proclaimed to be about engaging with culture, rather than interrupting it. In some cases, it can even mean leading culture (Nike and Apple are often cited as examples here), but more frequently, it’s about contributing – though what that contribution looks like is often up for debate. Many people, myself included, have earned a decent living helping brands navigate that debate.

			But… culture? That word carries a lot of complexity and confusion. For some, when you talk about culture, it’s a conversation about the arts. For others, it revolves around themes like purpose and representation. In different circles, it is about youth culture, or something tied to early adopters and opinion formers. In a broader sense, culture is everything. It’s vast and expansive. It can refer to the most underground corner of music or the most mainstream aspects of family life. It’s religion and generational change. It’s walking the dog and making a sandwich. It can move at a crazy pace or creep along with glacial stealth. It can be utterly frivolous or painfully important. It’s everywhere – and, in another sense, nowhere.

			Sure thing, but run that lot past the average time-poor chief marketing officer – who has a CEO with little tolerance for long-winded reflections – and you won’t get very far. While no proponent of marketing himself (he was a Marxist), cultural theorist and activist Dr Stuart Hall’s work offers useful direction. Born in Kingston, Jamaica, and arriving in Britain in 1951, Hall later became the director of Birmingham University’s Centre For Contemporary Cultural Studies. There, a new interdisciplinary approach to cultural studies emerged, informed by the ‘classless society’ principles from the US in the 1950s, amid the rise of mass communication. Central to Hall’s perspective was rejecting the top-down view of culture, where the upper classes define it. Instead, he argued that culture comes at us from all angles: the subcultures of youth, the power of popular media, gendered and ethnic identities and decolonial perspectives. Hall’s cultural studies embraced this complexity, acknowledging a variety of influences shaping culture.

			Hall articulated culture as something expansive and unrefined: as experience lived, experience interpreted, experience defined. Culture, he believed, is shared meaning given to people, objects and events. Shared meaning that others can interpret, and that produces a sense of identity. The draw for brands and those who market them to become part of this shared meaning is obvious. It speaks of deeper connections, emotional resonance, relevance and authenticity. To note: at the time of writing, I’m not sure how many times ‘authenticity’ will be referenced in this book, but I’m assuming many. As DJ, producer and activist Honey Dijon put it: “The word authentic gets tossed around in dance music like French fries.” 

			Dr Stuart Hall, who passed away in 2014, would likely be aghast at how some of his thinking has been co-opted into marketing communications. Pop-up, collabs, endorsements and branded content, one assumes, were not high among his priorities. Since his time, other writers have tackled culture’s role in branding. In 2010, Douglas Holt and Douglas Cameron’s Cultural Strategy: Using Innovative Ideologies To Build Breakthrough Brands took a more practitioner-focused approach. They argue for moving beyond traditional marketing industry tactics, instead integrating deeply rooted cultural meanings and pinpointing shifts in orthodoxy as a way to compelling brand narratives. This is particularly appealing in crowded categories like alcohol, where product innovation is scarce. The idea: sell the same beer but create a distinct cultural position around it – breaking away from industry norms and conventions.

			The anthropologist and author Grant McCracken also weighed in on the topic with his 2009 book Chief Culture Officer. In it, he proposes that while major corporations tend to have their finances, operations and technology sorted, they’re often caught off guard by the rapid changes in contemporary culture. McCracken suggests that adding a chief culture officer to the C-suite – taking a seat next to the chief financial, marketing, technology and operating officers – would help remedy a company’s fuzzy relationship with cultural trends, addressing this proactively and strategically.

			One of the key distinctions McCracken calls out in Chief Culture Officer is between fast and slow cultural shifts. By ‘fast’ he’s referring to rapidly evolving spaces like music, sport, food and fashion. Shifts here are explicit, observable and on the surface. Often when people think about trends, what’s happening here comes to mind. Meanwhile, slow culture operates beneath the surface, encompassing deeper values and rituals that shape shared meaning over time. Slow culture is what ultimately drives and sustains fast cultural trends; it determines what will stick, what will continue to gain momentum and what will fade away. Examples of slow culture include evolving societal attitudes towards family, spirituality and mindfulness – shifts that take time but influence everything from fashion choices to corporate policies.

			Adding to the focus on culture – and always hungry for a new angle – the marketing communications industry has also fixated on principles of fandom in recent times. Once, being a fan of something was treated with suspicion, considered ‘just a phase’, something to ‘grow out of’. But increasingly, it’s recognised as a mighty cultural force, celebrated by the media and coveted by brands. Whereas once, being a fan might have marked you out as obsessive or nerdy, now it shows you are passionate, creative and engaged. It’s a way to make sense of and form identity in our chaotic, challenging world. It has a lot to do with shared meaning, too.

			There has been a significant shift in the power balance here. Fan culture used to be primarily controlled by the ‘fan object’ (aka the star), who decided when interactions would happen and when information would be shared. Now, fans are far less passive. Fan communities and ecosystems are just as much about the interactions between the fans themselves as with the fan object. Modern fans can be creators, collaborators, advocates and even investors. In a time when marketers are questioning the value of traditional demographic segmentation (such as males aged 18–24 or mothers aged 35–44), being present within people’s passions and designing with those shared interests in mind presents a new, compelling opportunity to engage.

			It’s not hard at all to see where dance music and club culture fit in here. Dance music thrives on active participation, with fans as collaborators. By tapping into this fandom and the nocturnal energy that comes with it, brands hope to connect with – gasp – credibility. Not just as advertisers, but as part of the culture. It promises an organic but powerful approach to building relationships with fans who are already deeply invested.

			On paper, this makes so much sense. Go towards people and their passions. And, please, do talk about people – not ‘consumers’ or ‘customers’ (as hard as it is for many in marketing to accept, people are not walking around in customer mode all day). There are tribes and fandoms to collaborate with right now (the fast-culture stuff) and you can design with empathy for the future (the slow-culture stuff). But making this work in practice is another story. The biggest challenge often lies in measuring the return on investment. Long-term campaigns, partnerships and sponsorships across multiple online and offline channels are difficult to track. By comparison, spending that money on TV ads offers clearer measurability (though not necessarily better results).

			The other question brands often grapple with is a more existential one: do we belong here? This ties back to relevance and authenticity. Does a brand truly have a place in a subculture, and can it add anything of value? Surely the need for bang for the buck will eventually piledrive cultural sensibilities? And what does authenticity even mean anymore? Some argue that the term has been so overused and hollowed out that it is now empty. As far back as 2011, a New York Times article told us: ‘That ‘authentic’ has become a fad word is not surprising to scholars like Naomi S Baron, a linguistics professor at American University in Washington and the author of Always On: Language In An Online And Mobile World. She said it’s common for some words to be used so often that they actually become devoid of meaning.’ 

			There’s even a growing school of thought in the marketing world that we’re now in a post-authentic era, where no one cares about brands claiming to have a meaningful role in anything. Depending on your viewpoint, this makes for either a fascinatingly fluid shift to leverage or just another messy set of complications to keep you awake at night.

			So far, we’re addressing why brands engage in subculture. But there are also the ideas that emerge from it. This refers to the principles of influence; how trends and behaviours spread. These days, you’d be forgiven for thinking this is solely the doing of the often derided ‘influencer’ – those who use their social clout to promote products across fashion, beauty, fitness, travel and technology. However, the discourse around influence and how it circulates and grows in significance goes back long before worldwide social titans like MrBeast, Huda Kattan and Bretman Rock rose to fame.

			

			Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The Meaning Of Style (1979) ran the rule over how subcultural symbols become commodified and integrated into the mainstream. Hebdige (who, by no coincidence at all, studied under Dr Stuart Hall at the Centre For Contemporary Cultural Studies) focused on UK youth tribes like teddy boys, mods, rockers, skinheads and punks, analysing their initial resistance to mainstream infiltration, before entrepreneurially-minded outsiders found a way in. He traced the journey of these styles from subversive acts of defiance to commercialised products, highlighting how cultural forms, though often born from opposition, eventually integrate into the broader cultural economy.

			This theme of subcultures being hijacked and commodified was further explored in Naomi Klein’s No Logo (1999). Hitting the shelves just as the notion of globalisation came to prominence in the West, Klein discussed the concept of ‘cool hunting’, where companies seek out cutting-edge subcultural trends and use them to market products to a larger, often more mainstream audience. Looking at the brand Tommy Hilfiger, then having a moment in hip-hop and R&B, and finding favour with Snoop Dogg, Mary J Blige, Usher, Aaliyah and their followers, she wrote: ‘Like so much of cool hunting, Hilfiger’s marketing journey feeds off the alienation at the heart of America’s race relations: selling white youth on their fetishization of Black style, and Black youth on their fetishization of white wealth.’

			In the same year came Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make A Big Difference. In it, the Canadian journalist and public speaker tries to make sense of the small, hidden forces that explain why some ideas, trends and products burst from the fringes and find major-scale appeal – and why others don’t. He introduces the individuals – ‘connectors’, ‘mavens’ and ‘salesmen’ – and networks that act as catalysts. Also, what makes some things ‘stickier’ and therefore more memorable and alluring than others (he uses the unexpected resurgence of Hush Puppies shoes in 1990s New York as a case study), providing a framework for understanding how influence works in a world where trends can emerge from anywhere.

			A decade later, Jonah Berger’s Contagious: Why Things Catch On (2013) added a new layer to the conversation, focusing on the social and emotional dynamics that make things go viral. Berger’s model for virality included factors like emotion, storytelling and social currency – how people prefer to share things that make them feel special or look good in front of others. He argued that the most contagious ideas are often those that evoke strong human responses or are embedded in compelling narratives. 

			Of course, the most contagious ideas these days are the ones that light up on TikTok and Instagram. While many longstanding principles of influence still apply, social media has blown others to smithereens. Ideas now spread further and faster. Influence has been decentralised. We contend with algorithms and echo chambers. What exactly is a trend versus a microtrend versus an aesthetic versus a vibe? That’s a debate that plays out at a frantic pace. Though not as frantic as the trends/microtrends/aesthetics/vibes themselves roll through. Brands are left facing the dilemma of what to chase and what to skip. Should they tell their own story or get closer to the story of others? To make a play on Charli XCX’s ‘brat summer’, as so many did in 2024? To become a Duolingo-like meme, or stay in lane? Either way, the days of simply slotting 30-second commercials between TV hits are behind us. And some in marketing are adapting more gracefully than others.

			



			In practice 

			
Some get to write and theorise about these look-away-and-they’ve-changed-again themes. Others have to get on and do something with them. Indeed, through the rest of this book, we’ll hear from many marketing practitioners – particularly those whose work overlaps with dance music. Some are in the employ of huge global brands or network agencies; others in more niche and boutique affairs. Some major on the strategy; others on the execution of campaigns and activations. Between occasional unease over whether commercial and creative imperatives can ever truly be squared, they mostly seem to love what they do. They also all have a story to share about underground music culture. Not just of the fun of the night out, but the lasting impact. Of attitudes they’ve carried forward from those experiences, contributing to how they make sense of the world, relationships and the right ways of working. 

			For instance, Leila Fataar. I check in with her first, less for the close-up view of dance music and more to tap into the fact that she has 30 years of experience making sense of where brands and culture come together. But she’s got tales from the dancefloor, too. Originally from South Africa, her goals in her formative years in Cape Town included taking style cues from Tank Girl and immersing herself in the first waves of a post-apartheid rave scene that came into town. When she moved to London in 1995, she found her tribe among the city’s buoyant drum ‘n’ bass movement. “Jungle, drum ‘n’ bass, hardcore rave culture – this was my community. It’s where I started to meet friends that I still know today. But more than that, it was a training ground for the way I work. It changed everything. It shaped me in how I think about brands and business.”

			After a stint in PR and marketing for the hairdressers Toni & Guy, Leila leapt into the unknown, launching her own agency, Spin, in 2002. It started with a focus on PR services and a skew to fashion clients. But, as the internet took off and the opportunity to work differently grew, she started to think in broader communications terms. “I found a new niche,” she says. “Integrating the online, and then the social, with the offline. Also integrating youth culture, fashion and music. Guerilla marketing, flash events, pop-up stores, unexpected collaborations – all of these things were starting to take shape.”

			Leila has also seen the evolution of how brands think about culture from the client side. She next took the role of global director for PR and social at adidas Originals in Germany. A bold relaunch of the Stan Smith shoe was a highlight. In her time there, in 2013, Business Insider dubbed the sportswear giant as among the ‘20 brands that have mastered Instagram’. Things turned even more culture-specific when she moved back to London in 2015, becoming head of culture and entertainment at the alcohol group, Diageo – home to a huge portfolio that includes Smirnoff, Johnnie Walker, Baileys, Guinness, Gordon’s Gin and Captain Morgan. At the time of the appointment, Ed Pilkington, marketing and innovation director at Diageo Europe, told the Campaign trade title: “As marketers, we are very lucky at Diageo to have an incredible range of brands to work with that play an authentic part in culture. Leila will be leading a team to ensure we are capitalising on this, shaping how our brands show up and ensuring that we are and remain culturally relevant.” Leila comments today: “I didn’t know anything about alcohol – I was from a fashion and music background. But that’s what they wanted, someone who could come in to disrupt the category, make them do something different. Someone who really didn’t understand the rules.”

			Projects at Diageo saw Leila getting more involved with music. Among them were Smirnoff’s Equalising Music programme, which aimed to double the number of female-identifying music headliners at festivals through thought leadership initiatives and partnerships with non-profit organisations; and the Smirnoff Sound Collective, with objectives of promoting greater visibility in dance music for the under-represented through mentoring and guidance. For Guinness, the work included collaborations with Boiler Room at the Notting Hill Carnival, featuring appearances from heavy dub system operators like Aba Shanti-I.

			 Exciting stuff, but the lure of independence eventually had Leila stepping away from corporate security and starting a new business. In 2017, she opened as Platform13. It terms itself an ‘independent global partner that creates and maintains cultural relevance for some of the world’s best-known brands’. Among a long list of Platform13 clients, there is Birkenstock, Beats By Dre, Under Armour, Pinterest, Guinness, Vans, Bumble, adidas, The LEGO Group and Moet & Hennessy. “I wanted to come up with a new way of working,” Leila says. “I felt I knew what the gaps were in how brands were operating in and thinking about culture.”

			Cultural relevance is a term, an ambition, that surfaces consistently in conversations about brands making links with dance music. Leila, who, when we speak, is nearing completion of a book on the topic of cultural relevance for brands, thinks there are still some fundamental misunderstandings in what is being got at here. “Too many people talk about culture marketing as if it’s a channel, an output, compared to TV or social media,” she says, talking to me shortly after wrapping up a big project that, as tends to be the way with these things, has left her half elated, half exhausted – “Yesterday was a shut-the-curtains day.” For her, the conversation around brands and culture needs to start at a place before anything executional is considered. “It’s not an output; it’s an input. It’s a perspective that then shapes business strategy. I connect all of this with business growth, not only marketing outputs.”

			So how does she define cultural relevance for brands? “It’s a brand that impacts people enough that they’ll buy it, consume it. But also that they’ll work for it. They’ll advocate for it; they’ll defend it. That’s a culturally relevant brand. This, for me, is the holy grail because it’s not just about people buying your brand. It’s about adding so much value to the world, to the culture that you’re trying to be part of, that people believe in you on levels beyond simply purchasing and consuming.”

			She says one of the challenges here is working with clients to even agree on what culture means. As we’ve described, it’s a big and messy subject, and you need people to accept it for what it is, rather than try to slot it into a sausage machine. She eschews the marketing world’s predilection for frameworks and prescriptive models, preferring a more ‘get your hands dirty’ approach. For similar reasons, she also thinks too many marketers have got just a bit too good (or perhaps robotic) at their jobs – meaning they’ve lost the ability to think like an everyday person.

			“It might sound strange to say, but it can be a problem,” she laughs. “It’s part of the rigidity that brands often suffer from. They have a lot of processes; a lot of ‘the computer says no’. I work with them to get to an understanding that culture is lots of things and things you can’t just feed into a black box and expect results to get spat out the other end. For instance, for me, culture is my background. I’m South African, mixed race. My family’s Muslim. Then there are the things that influence me, like fashion, music, sport and art. Then you have business culture, company culture. You’ve got to be ready to think about how all of these things intersect. But it’s not a thing to be scared of – all of these intersections are quite beautiful really.”

			Where she concedes there is a need for something more systematic is around measurement – showing the success that comes with being culturally relevant. It’s another recurring theme in this book. Brands, unsurprisingly, do like their metrics, and they can call upon quite the range of them: awareness metrics, engagement metrics, conversion metrics, brand perception metrics, market share metrics, influence and advocacy metrics, return on investment metrics. Whether any of these are really fit for purpose in ascertaining the benefits of cultural relevance is up for debate.

			“I think there’s still a job to be done here; something that feels more standardised,” she explains. “This kind of work can come across as more of a ‘nice to have’ because people don’t understand the impact it has on business growth. It’s hard to measure more emotional stuff like this. Hard to measure things that are more to do with community. But ‘hard’ shouldn’t stop us – we need to solve this.”

			Another barrier to brands engaging meaningfully and sustainably in culture that frequently gets raised is short-termism. Specifically, the short-termism which comes from factors such as quarterly profit and performance reporting cycles. Also from many senior figures in client-side marketing roles moving between jobs at a faster-than-ever rate. If you only expect to be at a brand for two years, you may not be inclined to invest in a cultural initiative that will take far longer than that to show results. “That’s why you need to create a cultural positioning in the business that sits outside of just the marketing department,” she believes. “So that any CMO (chief marketing officer) can come in and begin to develop their own translation of it, rather than start from scratch.”

			In some respects, music has more to compete against now in the type of cultural opportunities that brands will consider and what they’ll weigh it up against. Sport, for instance, would once have been considered quite a different kind of investment. Leila explains that’s no longer the case. Football, basketball and so forth are cross-pollinating with art, fashion and, indeed, music, showing a convergence is underway. Nevertheless, she affirms that music still offers fertile scope within this mix and that careful project design is key to getting it right. Which includes listening to those you intend to engage with. Obvious, you’d think, but not necessarily a strong trait among brands.

			“It’s so important to have people who truly represent those communities involved from the very beginning, during the ideation phase, not just at the execution stage,” Leila continues. “You can’t understand the nuances of what’s needed without those voices at the table from the start. Too often, I see big, traditional agencies rushing in with ideas without considering if anyone on their team really understands the culture or the community. That’s where they miss the mark. As I say, stop being such a good marketer and become a better human!”

			Regardless of the challenges, Leila is not short on optimism. She and others are finding space to educate brand teams on what they mean by cultural relevance. Also, as the years tick by, there’s a generational change in the boardroom to consider. 

			“As a new wave comes through, stepping into leadership roles and the C-suite, I’m hopeful it will bring a better understanding. It’s part of having a better awareness of the responsibility brands now have in the world. There’s a growing recognition that relevance can’t just be bought by money. Since everything that happened in 2020 (specifically the pandemic and the Black Lives Matter movement), people have started to look behind the curtain, understanding more about brands, businesses and their values. I really think this has come to a head now with Palestine and other issues. It’s like everyone is finally critically thinking about everything they see and know. That’s the hope, and for my sins, I’ll keep hoping for it.

			“It’s an interesting time for culture. Music, sport and even fashion are real connectors of people around the world,” Leila concludes, reflecting on all that’s changed since she stepped off her flight from Cape Town three decades ago. “That’s the opportunity. Despite geopolitics and other forces that can divide us, these are the spaces where we can come together. That’s what dance culture, rave culture and club culture did for me personally – and I know it did that for lots of others. It wasn’t about where you were from or how much money you had. It wasn’t like that. Those in business still have a lot of learning to do here. They need to really grasp how important this stuff is for people – and therefore how important it should be for their brands.”

		

	
		
			

			
			2. Disco was a sweet thing

			
			Denim, vodka, art, dancing – reflections from NYC’s disco days

			
			You won’t find partnerships in the modern sense. Instead, early dalliances between brands and dance music. And one (unwelcomely) materialising long after  

			
			

			
			We’re a community

			
On a Hell’s Kitchen dancefloor in July 2024, the closest thing remaining to New York City disco’s origin story is rolling out again. From the Musica venue’s expansive DJ booth, François K (real name Kevorkian) – 70 years old, with a fantastical history that encompasses playing at The Loft, the Garage, Better Days and Studio 54, and an abundance of edits, remixes and productions – eases down the music and addresses the remarkably diverse crowd. “We’re doing this together. We’re a community. We’re a group of loving, absolutely dedicated people who think of this as such an important part of our lives that we can’t possibly let go of it.” 

			He’s reflecting on 28 years of Body & Soul, the storied night he hosts with Danny Krivit and Joe Claussell. But really, he could be reflecting on closer to 50 years of the most immense club culture narrative of all. The Sanctuary, The Loft, The Gallery, Paradise Garage, Fun House, Area, Danceteria, Mudd Club, The Saint, The Tunnel, Sound Factory, Twilo, Body & Soul. These are just a few of the clubs that mark this kaleidoscopic journey through after-dark creativity and the quest for both escape and belonging. At every stage, the notion that ‘we’re a community’ can be pointed to. Community with many facets to it, but often carrying a particular relevance to those living marginalised lives through racial discrimination, sexual orientation, gender identity and socioeconomic challenges. This is complex and emotive stuff, deep-set in how to survive and, at times, even thrive in the city. 

			With all of this in mind, some argue that brands have no place in spaces so oriented to community, with their codes of support, pride, expression and protection. Brands aren’t human – they don’t, and can’t, care about humans. They are constructs designed to generate revenue. Naomi Klein’s seminal critique of corporate branding in 1999, No Logo, put it this way: ‘The astronomical growth of brands and logos is not a triumph of marketing; it’s the market triumphing over us.’ Some from the disco era firmly agreed – and their present-day advocates have taken up the cause on their behalf.

			The Loft, the party that started in early 1970 at 654 Broadway, has, in many senses, played on forever in the minds of the devoted – both the relative few who’ve attended and the numerous who wish they had. The incongruity between brand objectives and the club as a community probably feel most striking in the case of this anti-commercial, pro-audiophile space. Writing on his website in 2022, Tim Lawrence, the academic, music historian and author of weighty disco explorations Love Saves The Day and Life And Death On The New York Dance Floor, robustly presented the argument for why brands have no place in the world of The Loft. Or in close company with its founder, David Mancuso. The touch paper for this was a press release from Louis Vuitton, claiming that the Fall In Love men’s collection that year – work that design luminary Virgil Abloh started on before his passing in 2021 – was inspired by Mancuso’s familial, egalitarian vision for The Loft.

			Hypebeast reported on the collection as follows: ‘Built upon Virgil Abloh’s belief that the function of a DJ is akin to that of a designer, Louis Vuitton has unveiled its Pre-Spring 2023 Fall In Love collection. The upcoming range explores how DJs and designers sample established genres to create sounds and looks that resonate with the outlooks of new generations.’ This makes for slick PR copy, but while The Loft was known for inclusivity and immersive sonic experiences, what it wasn’t known for was high fashion or exclusivity. Across 7,500 words – including slight detours to note that another luxury brand, Moncler, currently occupies the building that was home to The Loft from 1975 to 1985 – Tim pulls apart any sense that there’s something to be admired in the style nod being made here. 

			‘News of the collection reached me when Tina Magennis – a dedicated regular at The Loft ever since David held his first Love Saves The Day party on Valentine’s Day 1970 – sent me a link to a Mixmag article published on 26 July,’ he writes. ‘The matter-of-fact report left me feeling uneasy, as did other journalistic accounts of the launch of the collection. There was no suggestion that Louis Vuitton’s alignment with David could be anything other than cool and positive, bringing a form of ‘deserved attention’ to The Loft, with gratitude due to a fashion corporation that was forward-thinking enough to support the cause. I wondered: what about The Loft being the absolute inverse of everything Louis Vuitton stands for?’

			Tim continued: ‘Can we access the essence of what it is to be human, entering into a form of collective joy and maybe experiencing a form of cosmic transcendence by putting on a pair of shoes, a shirt, matching trousers and a jacket? Is this what goes down in the changing rooms of Louis Vuitton’s stores?’ By October 2022, a Resident Advisor article reported that the Mancuso estate had given no form of approval for the collection. “We know David would have refused this association if he was still alive,” said an estate representative. “We do not approve of the way they have used David and The Loft’s name, reputation and pioneering life’s work to market their collection and brand. We know David would have refused this association if he was still alive.”

			But would everyone from then, from that fabled era of NYC nightlife, have refused this association? That seems unlikely. It was a broad church and, even if a credible connection wasn’t there with Mancuso – who Tim Lawrence remembers as having a distinctly relaxed attitude to fashion, typically wearing
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