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			For my parents

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It’s the fall of 2003. I am nine years old, I have twenty dollars in my pocket, and I know exactly what I’m going to do with it. I’ve known for at least a week, ever since I won the money from my grandfather, his reward for the first time I swam to the dock in his local pond and back without stopping, but it’s not until one of the first days of fourth grade when I’m afforded the chance to make my purchase. After school, I zip down to the library, where bookshelves have been pushed behind tables and covered up by cases displaying the bountiful offerings of the Scholastic Book Fair. I spy my target: a teal, tie-dye rectangle I’ve seen on the Disney Channel. There is a blond woman with windswept hair on the cover. The CD is near the register and I buy it immediately, plus two sparkly gel pens and a pack of gum. That just about exhausts my swim winnings, so I head straight out without browsing. I’m eager to get home, anyway. I have just purchased my very first album. It is Hilary Duff’s Metamorphosis. This is the first day of the rest of my life.

			You may be wondering why I wasn’t buying, you know, books at the Scholastic Book Fair. To which I say, get lost, nerd! The thing was, I had books. I had a school library and my public library and parents who read to me and with me, and of course I loved those things but also took them for granted. Albums wrapped in shiny plastic were a different story. My ten-year-old existence took place mostly in the small New Hampshire town where I lived and the small town across the river in Vermont where I went to elementary school. These places had a lot to offer in the way of fresh air, summer nights lit up by fireflies, and artisan pottery studios, but shopping, particularly of the variety where one would buy various plastic-wrapped trinkets of the moment? The mall was two hours away. A trip with my mom during the holidays was my main commercial opportunity per annum. Because of this, the book fair at the start of each school year represented a kind of mass consumerism I found exhilarating. So I bought the album, and I thanked the good people of Scholastic for their superb taste.

			At that time, Hilary Duff was the single most important person in the world to me outside my immediate family. What a woman! She was the star of my favorite Disney show, Lizzie McGuire, and my favorite Disney movie, the correspondingly titled Lizzie McGuire Movie, in which she got to ride a Vespa around Italy, a thing that no real teenagers do but movie teenagers do all the time. Duff was aspirational but relatable, and she was also a real pioneer in the butterfly hair clip space. My favorite part of Lizzie McGuire was how the show used a cartoon Lizzie pop-up to represent her inner monologue as she navigated various junior high dilemmas, a feature that resonated with me as someone with a chatty internal voice myself, and I watched and rewatched Lizzie, Gordo, Ethan, and Miranda as many afternoons as I could through third grade. I was obsessed with the Lizzie McGuire Movie soundtrack once it came out, particularly Atomic Kitten’s “The Tide Is High,” which I had on a HitClips mini MP3 player that hung off my backpack at all times. With the movie in the rearview, Duff herself was setting out to be a pop star, which happened to be the exact category of public figure I was most interested in.

			Technically, Metamorphosis was not actually Duff’s first album as a recording artist. She did a Christmas album in 2002 called Santa Claus Lane, though that is perhaps best lost to history. She was clearly promising, based on her contributions to the Lizzie McGuire Movie soundtrack, the songs “Why Not” and “What Dreams Are Made Of,” which were, of course, iconic. But Metamorphosis was supposed to set Duff up for success as herself, not as Lizzie, and Hollywood Records, Disney’s music label, shelled out for a dream team to make that happen. Metamorphosis was produced largely by the Matrix, a three-person team who’d blown up the year before for writing Avril Lavigne’s “Complicated.” Also in the room was John Shanks, a longtime touring guitarist in Melissa Etheridge’s band who was just hitting it big as a songwriter and producer. In 2001, Shanks cowrote and produced several songs on Michelle Branch’s breakout record, The Spirit Room, including its immaculately hooky lead single, “Everywhere,” which became a Rosetta stone for the kind of guitar-driven pop sound Duff, like Lavigne and many others, was going for. Shanks’s frequent writing partner, Kara DioGuardi (if you know the Cobra Starship featuring Leighton Meester collab “Good Girls Go Bad,” and I think you do, you know her work), provided Duff with several tracks, including “Come Clean,” which became the hit of the record.

			I knew none of this at the time, of course, and I can’t really say in hindsight that I should have, since I was ten and ten-year-olds don’t really care about songwriting and production credits or the major-label hitmaking system. But on some level, I do think I understood that Metamorphosis was operating a cut above the average Radio Disney output, because I wore that album out. Sure, I was in the demographic sweet spot for lighthearted songs about youthful feelings over crunchy guitars, but that record is just plain good—it remains my personal opinion that any living being who doesn’t feel something on the third chorus of “Come Clean” when Hilary hits the high note should be evaluated for sociopathic tendencies. I was not, and am not, alone in my appreciation—Metamorphosis was the eighth bestselling album of 2003, went triple platinum, and, over time, revealed itself as having a significant imprint on what I’d call the young millennial cultural canon. Duff’s success paved the way for Disney crossover stars like Demi Lovato, the Jonas Brothers, and Miley Cyrus, and “Come Clean” found a lasting home over the opening credits to Laguna Beach, the pioneering MTV reality show that spun off into The Hills, and, eventually, most of our current rich-people-at-home genre of reality television. Over time, I’ve come to discover that Metamorphosis was many of my peers’ first album as well, and I’m grateful both for that shared experience and for such an excellent gateway to the zeitgeist.

			And what a zeitgeist it was. Metamorphosis brought me into the vibrant and rapidly mutating world of pop music in the early days of the 2000s. Britney. Christina. Avril. Bubblegum pop princesses and Warped Tour punks. Beyoncé in Destiny’s Child and Beyoncé Beyoncé. Nelly and Nelly Furtado—the two most important Nellys! I know everyone thinks the music they grew up on is special, but I don’t know of any other eras with a Kelly Clarkson! It was against this early-aughts backdrop that I became obsessed with pop culture and especially pop music. I became a passionate curator of mix CDs, which were labeled in Sharpie and stowed in a case that lived with my Walkman in the middle pocket of my JanSport backpack. I got into Pink and Ciara and Usher, and, eventually, a young artist by the name of Taylor Swift. In the evenings after school, I’d rush through my homework so that I could trawl Myspace and LimeWire pages for new songs and artists, or listen to ten-second previews on the brand-new iTunes store for anything catchy enough to add to my next mix. And for two forty-five-minute bus rides each school day, it was just me and my headphones.

			Critically, I kept this burgeoning passion mostly to myself. An album like Metamorphosis was designed to be family friendly, something parents would happily buy for their kids and put on in the car. There’s not an explicit song in Hilary Duff’s entire discography. DioGuardi, the songwriter, had originally written “Come Clean” for herself, but when the song went to Duff, she changed the lyrics let the rain come down and wet my dreams to and wake my dreams so that it could stay mouse and parent approved. In my case, though, these efforts were unfortunately in vain. It’s not that my parents were strict. They probably would have let me listen to Black Sabbath in the car if I’d been really into it. But at the time, the idea of letting them in on a piece of culture that resonated with me felt roughly as appealing as a root canal. This was obviously silly and a little comical—I remember a car ride to my grandparents’ house with my mom a few summers after Metamorphosis was released where I attempted to watch the entirety of Legally Blonde in the back seat on her orange iBook laptop with my ear to the speakers in order to keep the volume low enough so that only I could hear it. This ended in disaster; my mom had a window cracked for most of the drive, but she happened to close it during the scene when the falsely accused Brooke Taylor Windham is convincing her legal team that she really did love her late husband despite their thirty-four-year age difference. By closing the window, the car got quiet just in time for my mom to hear Ali Larter suggest to her council that they show the jury “a picture of his dick” to prove she wasn’t in it for the money. I had no idea what that meant, but I knew by my mom’s reaction that it meant something, and obviously this whole experience was scarring enough that I’m telling you about it now.

			I wasn’t much more open with my peers, either. I was just shy, or, at least, someone who hadn’t figured out how to let the more extroverted parts of my personality into the world. I had an easier time talking to teachers and my parents’ friends than I did to my classmates for most of middle school. I should say, because I think my mom would want me to: I had wonderful friends! But I gatekept a lot of my likes and dislikes for fear of rejection. At my first slumber party, a cool girl named Katherine pulled a copy of Tiger Beat out from her pillowcase and suggested we all go around and say who was cuter, Orlando Bloom or Johnny Depp. I ended up being the only girl to say Orlando Bloom, which was of course a calamity of epic proportions and an incident that probably had an outsized impact on my general vibe during those years. Though I must say, the take holds up! Anyway, I mostly listened to my music on the bus or alone in my very teal bedroom.

			If I am going to be sharing traumatic teen mag–related incidents from my youth, I should probably introduce myself. (In Gossip Girl voice.) And who am I? I’m Nora, nice to meet you! I’m an author and a podcast host, and in a perhaps predictable twist of making up for lost time, I’ve made a career out of writing and talking about my favorite slices of pop culture in music, sports, and TV. I am what you would call a “pop culture junkie,” which makes me gag a little but is undeniably true, and basically just means that at any given moment I am liable to be thinking about Laura Dern. I also carry the groundbreaking distinction of being a millennial woman who loves Taylor Swift, whose discography I have covered extensively and adoringly on my podcast Every Single Album. And while I love movies and TV and fashion and awards shows and am fascinated by basically all elements of celebrity culture, as you may have guessed by now, there is a special place in my heart for the pop stars.

			Clearly, I have come a long way in sharing this affinity. One could even make the argument I have overcorrected! From roughly 2017 to 2020, during which time I was a fully self-sufficient working adult, I kept a three-thousand-word document in my Notes app about Swift’s career trajectory that I regularly shared with random acquaintances and captive-audience Hinge dates. There are men walking around the greater Boston area with this document on their phones right now, and I pray that none of them read this book and remember that is the case. That said, it’s a joy to me that the music I love has become something I love to share. And while that says plenty about how I have grown since my preteen days, it also says something about how pop stardom itself has evolved.

			Yes, the Bloom versus Depp incident may have loomed large, but I think the real reason I was afraid to display my love of pop music was that I had internalized the idea that it was considered stupid or girly—less cool than rock, or less significant than orchestral music. At least since the Beatles, young women have defined major trends in popular music, yet our tastes have often been trivialized. At the time of its coining in the early twentieth century, the phrase “pop music” was intended to denote a lite-listening quality more than it was meant to convey sheer popularity—the term was used to refer to music played on radio stations, as opposed to music that played in concert halls. Over time, it came to symbolize music that was either unserious, genreless, or seen as overtly commercial. An artist “going pop,” for instance, often implies forsaking artistry or authenticity in the pursuit of sheer popularity. I grew up with two classical musicians as parents, so I definitely was exposed to the idea that there’s Serious music and Unserious music. They did not do this on purpose—my mom and I wore out an ABBA greatest hits CD she kept in the car for many of my middle school years until it skipped so badly during “Dancing Queen” it had to be retired—but I understood the symbolism of things like dressing up to go to Symphony Hall versus listening to Britney Spears in my pajamas.

			Through talking to friends and music fans over the years, I’ve come to understand that a lot of my peers picked up similar signals about their favorite pop stars and songs. Pop is a youthful genre, but the language used to describe it is often condescending, if not downright infantilizing. Fans are “teenyboppers,” artists “pop princesses,” and the music itself a “guilty pleasure.” This has been the case since the earliest days of the recorded music industry—Frank Sinatra’s young female fans in the 1940s were termed “bobby soxers,” a “teenybopper” prevariant—but we early-aughts pop fans in particular were taught to understand our tastes in the especially muscular shadow of rock ’n’ roll.

			By our time, rock had been building the modern music industry in its image since the 1960s. The Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, for instance, is where we enshrine our most famous musicians; publications like Rolling Stone, a rock magazine, are home to much of the best writing about music in general. Pop needed rock to clearly define itself for the first time; for most of the twentieth century, the term hewed closer to that catchall definition of lite-listening music that played on the radio than a genre with any specific aesthetic principles. In the late 1970s and 1980s, though, a more specific idea of pop music and pop stardom coalesced around artists like Madonna and Michael Jackson, whose music built off new wave and disco scenes that were viewed as rock ’n’ roll’s opposition party. Their image of pop stardom, one of broad popularity, upbeat music, and an emphasis on spectacle proved sticky. Their music helped define pop as something closer to an actual genre than a radio format, and it’s probably no accident that those lines became cleaner to draw once it was clear what wasn’t within them, which was rock.

			The disco-era definition of pop stardom was influential, but it was also narrow. Cross-pollination with other genres, especially, was limited. And before those divas had a chance to broaden our collective understanding of pop stardom into something more than a fad, the nineties came around, and the pop girls resumed occupying little sister status relative to the grunge and punk idols of the day and remained that way through the decade. Nineties rockers tended to be particularly disdainful of spotlights and spectacle, which meant that by the time Y2K came around, music coverage had a habit of deifying a certain set of aesthetic values that didn’t align with pop music, casting the new wave of pop stars who broke out around that time in a particularly bubblegum-hued light. A Rolling Stone profile of *NSYNC from 2001, for instance, endorsed Justin Timberlake as helping then girlfriend Britney Spears “move from bubblegum to more rockish stuff,” without questioning why that was a goal in the first place. Even as a kid, that implicit messaging was easy to intuit: Pop music was empty, corporate, and juvenile, and anyone with something real to say would quickly move beyond it if they hadn’t ignored it in the first place. The prevalence of that kind of messaging meant it was easy to internalize, and if I’m not the only one it left with a slight persecution complex at the sight of a man carrying a Stratocaster, well, at least we came by it honestly.

			Since then, I’ve gotten better about identifying and questioning these kinds of biases. But the perception of pop music and pop stars has also changed significantly. We take pop stars fairly seriously these days. We’re not surprised when they win Grammys and we close read their lyrics like they’re paragraphs of Camus. The average fan can rattle off the names of producers and data from the Billboard charts like an industry pro, and it’s even common to describe groups of organized fans online in the terminology of war. We assume pop stars have a role to play in politics; some among us occasionally even accuse them of being Pentagon psyops! In 2023, two pop stars—Taylor Swift and Beyoncé—released concert films in theaters that revealed them as bigger box office draws than most movie stars. The tours featured in those movies were record-setting extravaganzas themselves—there was a while that summer when, if you read the news, you came away with the impression that the global economy was largely dependent on friendship bracelet supplies.

			In the media, there’s no shortage of thoughtful critical attention paid to the music of artists like Swift and Beyoncé, but also of Dua Lipa, Billie Eilish, Sabrina Carpenter, Olivia Rodrigo, Ariana Grande, Kacey Musgraves, Chappell Roan, and Charli XCX. In the general cultural discourse, the role of pop star is assumed to be filled by artists with skill and authorial intent, not by empty vessels for hooks, and the music made by pop stars can play with a wide range of musical styles from hip-hop to electronic music to country to, yes, rock ’n’ roll.

			The pop stars of the 2000s did not inherit this world, rather they invented it. In a decade of immense change—from how the music business transitioned from CDs to digital downloads and eventually to streaming, to how culture changed through an economic recession and a historic presidential election—these women redefined modern pop stardom, transforming an oft-trivialized role into a pop-cultural main character in a few key ways. By confronting old assumptions about genre, challenging the perception of celebrity and utilizing new technologies and the burgeoning internet to its fullest, the women of this era expanded our understanding of what a pop star could be and forced the industry around them to take them seriously. Rarely did these women reap the benefits of these changes in real time, but to understand how they made them happen, we have to go back in time—back to the start of a new decade in the halcyon days of the Slinky and the flip phone.

			Each chapter in this book tells a story about a defining pop star of the aughts, or in some cases a group of them who fit together. Each of these stories will show their imprint on pop stardom. We’ll cover how Britney Spears shocked adults into caring about pop, how Avril Lavigne confronted the idea of “selling out,” how Kelly Clarkson represented the collapsing space between pop and indie, and how Taylor Swift harnessed the power of young women on the internet to create the world’s most powerful fan base. I hope in the process of telling these stories, we’ll afford these women the same kind of critical thought and appreciation they won for their contemporaries, but did not always get while the glossies and the tabloids and even the music press were more fixated on boyfriends and scandals. (The commodification of female celebrities’ romantic lives is mostly grotesque, but, it must be said, too many of these women dated Wilmer Valderrama to avoid comment.) I also hope we’ll reminisce and have some fun as we journey through the soundtrack of the aughts, a decade in pop music history that was chaotic and iconic in equal measure. I hope we will also recall some really ugly jeans.

			A few notes before we begin! First, the stories I’m telling in this book are ones I think are necessary inclusions in any detailing of the pop history of the first decade of the 2000s. But they’re also the ones I love, about the artists I love, a subjective account strongly influenced by the tastes of a somewhat dramatic preteen. To that end, I have taken a definite okay now ladies!!! approach—the stories in this book are women’s stories. Being a pop star is not synonymous with being female (though the artists and audiences do skew in that direction) and there were major male artists like Usher, Justin Timberlake, and Maroon 5 who were absolutely pop stars. The early 2000s were, however, a particularly productive time for female artists. The aughts remain the only decade in music history where women made up more than half of the top twenty-five grossing artists in the United States. And thanks to the era’s pronounced misogyny, it was also these women who were primarily placed in the most restrictive boxes of pop stardom—and who ultimately did the bulk of the work to break them down. Also, I can’t write about Maroon 5 because then I’d have to tell you that my first crush was Adam Levine.

			A second thing I’d like to lay out is my working definition of “pop star.” While “pop music” no longer refers simply to music played outside of concert halls, it’s inherently slippery to define a genre based on the moving target of what’s popular. My definition of pop has to do with its mass appeal and how it’s made, largely inside a major-label system full of super producers, audience-testers, and star-chasers undergoing the glorious, ridiculous, messy work of making music that captures our collective attention. It’s more value set than specific sound—pop is big and bright and spectacular, it’s of the moment, it’s unashamed of appealing to masses or putting on a show. I will also sometimes refer to “pure pop,” which I associate more closely with a specific musical aesthetic: steady, up-tempo beats, a devotion to the hook, synthesizers, and the general desire to be as much like Madonna as possible. Being a pop star also does not preclude being a star in another genre, and I’ll identify those dualities when they occur as well.

			Third, though “the 2000s” can be used to refer to the entire twenty-first century, I will be using it to refer to the first decade of that century alone, if only so I can avoid using “the aughts” on every reference. If I mean the entire twenty-first century I will refer to it that way.

			The final bit of context I want to cover is the relationship between pop, hip-hop, and R&B. The surge of rap and hip-hop in the nineties, aughts, and onward was at least as important in shifting the center of the musical mainstream as anything that has happened in “pure” pop, and you will hear a statistically reasoned argument within for why it was probably more important. You cannot write about how music changed in the 2000s without considering artists like Missy Elliott, Jay-Z, Kanye West, Rihanna, Beyoncé, Lil Jon, Ciara, Usher, and T-Pain, who had roots in hip-hop, R&B, and dancehall but who were also an inarguable part of the pop ecosystem, just as artists like Spears interacted significantly with R&B. Pop won respect not by replacing rock ’n’ roll as the music industry’s supreme genre, but by thriving during a time that awarded genre flexibility and ultimately led to a reduced importance of genre overall. There’s plenty of room in pop for hip-hop hitmakers, as well as for reggae, disco, electronic music, and rock stars, but the labels matter a lot less than they did in the aughts because of changes that took place during the decade, not just in the pop ecosystem.

			To these ends, pop and hip-hop often operated in tandem. You will see them overlap and interplay many times in this book, but know that I inevitably look through a pop-focused lens. A comprehensive look at how popular music changed our culture in the 2000s would be definitionally incomplete without a focus on the boundary-pushers in rap and hip-hop who were the most significant forces in crafting contemporary popular music. Those stories deserve their own book—I would be eager to read it—and some already exist, which I highly suggest you seek out. Steve Stoute’s The Tanning of America examines how hip-hop altered culture and grew to span demographic barriers from a consumer marketing perspective. Kelefa Sanneh’s Major Labels is a fantastic look at the history of genres in general and contains chapters on both hip-hop and pop.

			This book, though, is concerned with my all-time faves. It’s a love letter to those millennial middle school jams we’re still scream-singing at wedding receptions. It is a chance to argue, once and for all, for Mandy Moore’s significant place in history if only so I’ll stop doing so at parties. It’s a place to examine the half-dozen musical lives of Britney Spears and how Rihanna became the only billionaire anyone thinks is cool. We will be remembering some guys in this book. We will be talking about Myspace, Carson Daly, and Lindsay Lohan. I hope we’ll uncover a few new stories about how the music of this era was made, and I hope we’ll have fun reminiscing before we all get back to swapping tips for retinoid creams.

			So let’s go, shall we, on a journey through a musical decade with a group of artists who built my world, and quite a bit of ours. Oh, baby, baby…

		

	
		
			1

			How Britney Spears Ended the Nineties

			The dawn of the twenty-first century was characterized, primarily, by something that did not happen. I have some fuzzy recollections of Y2K, the panic at the end of the 1990s that ensued after a handful of computer scientists raised concerns that the new year would bring mass system failure and worldwide chaos since computer code, which categorized what year it was by the last two digits of the annum, would be unable to tell the difference between 1900 and 2000. As I write this, I have an espionage instrument of the Chinese military in my pocket that I use to watch cat videos and Jeff Bezos controls my supply of toilet paper, so all the fuss seems kind of quaint, but I am told it was a Whole Big Deal. In 1999, Time magazine ran an issue with the words “The End of the World!?!” on its cover. But then, Y2K arrived with little incident. The lights stayed on. Trains ran on time. Society remained intact.

			Which…obviously. The changing of a clock does not define a new era. Only Britney Spears can do that.

			On September 29, 1998, Jive Records released Britney Spears’s single “…Baby One More Time” to contemporary hits radio stations across the United States. Though the calendar wouldn’t flip centuries for another fifteen months, the moment those glottal oh baby, babys hit the airwaves was the moment that the aughts began in pop culture and in music. But “…Baby One More Time” and the birth of Britney as the defining pop star of the 2000s was more than just a kickoff event. Before the aughts could become a period in which pop stardom changed, they had to become an especially fertile one for pop music in the first place, and it was Britney Spears who made sure they did. By creating an indelible pop classic, clearing Max Martin’s path to become the defining producer of the decade, and by using provocation to reach older and broader audiences than the teen pop of the late 1990s, Spears paved the way for pop music to flourish in the early 2000s.

			Let’s set the stage a bit. The day before “…Baby One More Time” debuted, Aerosmith’s “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing” was the number-one song on the Billboard Hot 100 and had been for a month. Filling out most of the lower rungs of the chart was a mix of radio-friendly country (Shania Twain, LeAnn Rimes, Faith Hill), hip-hop and R&B (Usher, Brandy, Puff Daddy), and a smattering of Third Eye Blind–variant rock bands.

			Radio had been in a bit of a bind. Grunge had dominated the midnineties, and while Radiohead, Nirvana, the Red Hot Chili Peppers, and Pearl Jam were the biggest bands in the world to the MTV audience, their themes of alienation and dejection weren’t great mainstream radio fodder. Nirvana front man Kurt Cobain’s death by suicide in 1994 had been a turning point for artists, too—the genre lost its chief spokesperson, and the disaffection of its other leading men became harder to venerate when it had such fatal consequences. Grunge morphed either into nu metal, which made even less sense on Top 40 radio, which on a national level was becoming increasingly homogenized thanks to conglomerate station ownership, or softer alt-rock, which was more palatable but less interesting. Few DJs felt like they were on the cutting edge spinning Sugar Ray during drive time, and audiences were dwindling.

			In 1996 alone, New York contemporary hits station Z100 lost a third of its audience. The station fell into eighteenth place, in large part by leaning heavily into a waning alt-rock scene. A shake-up followed, and several new executives, including a young programmer named Sharon Dastur, were brought in to right the ship. On her first day, Dastur walked into the station and was surprised to find Alice in Chains playing on the morning show and Soundgarden signed up for another guest slot. “I’m like, ‘What is this? This is not Top 40,’ ” Dastur told me.

			There’s an idea in radio about how the types of sounds that are popular in music ebb and flow, particularly as it pertains to Top 40. It comes from a man named Guy Zapoleon, a fifty-year veteran of the radio industry and longtime Top 40 program director who now consults for stations. In 1992, Zapoleon published an argument that, since 1956, the modern era of popular recorded music could be explained as a cycle with three stages repeating itself roughly every ten years. Zapoleon argued that the cycle begins with a “pure pop” stage, where there’s a supply of good pop music with mass appeal, as well as rock, hip-hop, and R&B that bleeds into pop. The pure pop stage is the best stage for a Top 40 radio programmer. The second stage that follows is what Zapoleon calls “the extremes,” in which music moves toward its edges, usually alternative rock and hip-hop, looking for freshness and innovation that younger listeners enjoy but loses something in mass appeal. For a radio programmer, the challenge of “the extremes” is that a good amount of the most relevant music doesn’t quite fit on Top 40 radio. This leads to the third stage, “the doldrums,” where pop is dull and overwrought, cut off from the edgier happenings in rock, R&B, and hip-hop, and flounders until there’s something, or someone, fresh in pure pop to bring the cycle back around. And in the late nineties, pop radio was deep in the doldrums.

			But cycles being cycles, a new one was around the bend. Zapoleon considers its starting point to be 1997 with the arrival of the teen pop wave and, specifically, the arrival of the Spice Girls in North America. The girl group had been initially shortchanged as a euro phenomenon that would never work in the United States, historically snobbier when it comes to bubblegum pop than European countries, but this proved incorrect quickly. Sporty, Ginger, Posh, Baby, and Scary had “Wannabe” at number one on the Hot 100 for four straight weeks in January 1997 and their debut album Spice sold at least twenty-three million copies.

			It’s hard to overstate the degree of international megastardom the Girls achieved, seemingly, overnight. The same year Spice hit America, the Girls visited South Africa for a charity concert and met Nelson Mandela, who called them his “heroines” and told reporters that meeting them was one of the greatest moments of his life. In an attempt at some good PR in the wake of the death of Princess Diana, then Prince Charles attended the concert and brought along a young Prince Harry, who was nursing a bit of a crush on Geri Halliwell, a.k.a. Ginger. It’s a sadness to me that Peter Morgan’s Netflix series The Crown never did anything with this material; reportedly, one Spice Girl grabbed Charles’s butt during their meet and greet, and I can only imagine how Dominic West would have played that moment. Ultimately, Charles’s attempt to seem like less of a fuddy-duddy backfired when the British press determined that Diana never would have made Harry wear a suit to a Spice Girls show, but the young prince did get to meet his fellow Ginger. Halliwell also had a notable moment in her closing remarks at the concert: “I think there’s a classic speech that Nelson Mandela did, I can’t remember exactly, but he mentioned never suppress yourself, never make yourself feel small for others’ insecurities,” she said. “And that’s what girl power is all about.” Hear, hear, Geri—no notes.

			In the United States, the fact that audiences embraced Spice did seem to indicate that they were ready for a new pop movement. Two years earlier, in 1995, the producer Clive Calder and infamous boy band manager Lou Pearlman had tried to debut the Backstreet Boys with “We’ve Got It Goin’ On.” But while the song was a hit in Europe, it got no traction for the group on US airwaves. In June 1997 they tried again, releasing “Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)” as a single. This time, with more and more of the children of baby boomers coming of age every day, we were ready. By August, the song was at number two on the Hot 100. Suddenly, the Spice Girls, Backstreet Boys, *NSYNC, and Hanson all became household names in America, and their mix of new jack swing rhythms and orchestral hits with croon-worthy pop melodies was all over the radio and MTV. Teen pop was a sensation, and because it capitalized on the last days of the pre-Napster era when CDs were flying off shelves, it was also staggeringly lucrative. Backstreet nearly matched Spice’s sales numbers with twenty-five million copies sold, and every kid knew which Spice Girl or Backstreet Boy they identified with, crushed on, or both. But as long as its audience was concentrated within one generation’s youth, it was destined to crest.

			That crest was approaching quickly as Y2K neared. “Quit Playing Games” is still Backstreet’s highest-charting song. The Spice Girls released only three studio albums. Neither they, Backstreet, or *NSYNC would be together five years after Spice took over the world. Charges of juvenilia are often unfairly levied against pop acts, but it’s fair to say the aesthetics of nineties teen pop were probably just a little too youthful for true lasting power. The fact that nineties teen pop was centered around boy bands and girl groups as opposed to solo acts, too, made individual members more anonymous—there were plenty of people who knew Backstreet, but didn’t really know Howie or Brian. For pop to get the kind of traction in the new millennium that was impossible to dismiss as a teen fad, something or someone was going to have to synthesize that bright pop sound with a persona that was more interesting to older audiences. Someone a little less…innocent.

			The first listeners to hear “…Baby One More Time” would have been forgiven for not recognizing that they were hearing the start of a new era when it hit their ears. They would have been forgiven for not understanding what they were hearing at all when they first heard its tangle of funk bass, panting percussion, and Spears’s alien drawl—her accent seems to come from somewhere between Kentwood, Louisiana, where she grew up, and one of the bays of Mars. “…Baby One More Time” is one of those songs that almost anyone, even without trying, has heard so many times that it’s near impossible to hear the song just as its component parts—the lyrics, the harmonies, the melody—it’s just “…Baby One More Time.” I’ve heard it in taxis, at bars, in a SoulCycle class, in my dermatologist’s office, and once, notably, at 4:30 a.m. in a Delta Sky lounge that had no right to be going that hard at such an hour. But try to imagine that you’re hearing the song fresh, without any expectations of where it’s going, when the hook will come in, or who the singer is, and you’ll realize how strange sounding it is, starting with Spears’s downright bizarre treatment of the words she’s singing. The word “know” winds up with two syllables, and when the vocal comes in, there are extra as and ys all over the place. It’s as if she took a look at the lyric sheet and thought, I have better plans for these vowel sounds. I before E, except if it’s Britney, bitch, if you will.

			The verse continues, its tango with English phonation interspersed with that baseline and the repeated three-chord hit that echoes the first thing you hear in the song, until Ms. Spears reaches the pre-chorus. Up until this point the song has been merely strange, but now it crosses over into nonsensical territory. To the extent
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