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To my hero and the first person who believed in me, my mother.

To my brother, Steve, my first best friend.

To Christine, who gave me the honor of being a big sister.

To Dom, who taught me how to love unconditionally.

To all my close friends and family who have given me a helping hand on this journey.

And lastly, to my followers, for giving me a chance to see my dreams come true.

Thank you.




Praise for

MICHELLE PHAN

“As the Internet’s reigning beauty queen, Michelle Phan has taught women around the world how to do their makeup—over a billion, if you count her YouTube views. Written with her signature humor and grace, and covering everything from mastering liquid liner to writing a business plan, this book is the manual you’ll want by your bedside, and your makeup table.”
—Sarah Brown, Beauty Director, Vogue

“Simply said, Michelle is amazing in every way. Her wisdom, optimism, courage, and creativity have propelled her into an explosive, universal force. Her story telling and love for women of all ages makes her a true ‘sister’ to millions of women. A day with Michelle has the power to transform everyone she reaches, everyone she touches.”
—Carol J. Hamilton, President, L’Oréal Luxe USA

    “Michelle has blazed a new path for women everywhere. Armed with passion, personality, business savvy and a YouTube account, she’s built a worldwide following from the ground up. Make Up: Your Life Guide to Beauty, Style, and Success—Online and Off shows how Michelle transformed her talent and creativity into a global brand.”
—Robert Kyncl, Global Head of Content, YouTube
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INTRODUCTION
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Thank you for picking up Make Up: Your Life Guide to Beauty, Style, and Success—Online and Off! I am excited that you and I are about to take a journey through these chapters together. You might know me already, but for those of you who don’t, here’s a quick bio. I’m a former art student, self-taught makeup artist, and digital nerd who was lucky to see her hobby turn into a profession. Back in the early days of YouTube, I started posting beauty tutorials on a regular basis. A lot of people watched them, then a lot more. Within a short period of time, I had hundreds of millions of views and became the most-subscribed- to woman on YouTube. Making beauty tutorials became my full-time job. It was quite the twenty-first-century career and not the job I ever imagined having. From there, I’ve been on an incredible journey that’s brought me around the globe and even seen the creation of my own makeup line, em. I’ve also launched a production company, a YouTube channel, and a beauty sample subscription service. I’ve gone from being a video-game-playing introvert to a CEO in a short period of time.

Creating a book is a new thing for me since I’m very much a creature of the Internet. When I found my calling online, my whole life changed. Through my videos and social media, I have been able to connect with people around the world. So why a book? Well, every day, on YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram—every digital platform that I’m on—I get asked questions about a huge range of topics. Everything from dating and making videos to dealing with acne and finding a job or an internship. I always wished there was a way I could answer all your questions. Now I can, through the pages of this book.

Books occupy an important place in my heart and my mind. When I was younger, before the Internet (yes, there was a time when the Internet as we know it didn’t exist!), before Wikipedia, before blogs and websites and YouTube, books were my escape, my key to other worlds. My mom would drop me off at the local bookstore (“Don’t worry, Mommy! I’ll be fine,” I would tell her) and I would stay there for hours, using the place like a library. I’d pore through books on art, makeup, and history and just get lost in the pages. I was in high school, often broke, sometimes bullied, and frequently misunderstood, and the bookstore was my refuge. To have my very own book is a dream come true. It would mean the world to me if this book helps you the way those books helped me years ago.

The past several years have been quite a roller-coaster ride of activity and opportunity for me, with many ups and downs and tons of life lessons. I’ve learned a lot the hard way, but I’ve also had the good fortune to meet so many inspiring, wonderful people and to be surrounded by loved ones, all of whom have helped me, taught me, and guided me through each stage. I’ve gained so much knowledge and I’m happy to be able to share that wisdom with you.

Nothing is more important to me than teaching, learning, and communicating. As I like to say, I live, I love, I teach, but most important, I learn. Let’s have fun as you go through these pages. We’ll dream, create, debate, laugh, and learn a lot about both of us. We’re in this together. Sound good? Let’s get started.

Good luck!

Love,
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MY LIFE SO FAR, PART ONE
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Our stories are what make us unique. They are like fingerprints and snowflakes, and the stars in the Milky Way—none of them are the same. You, me, all of us are storytellers by nature. Sharing our stories makes us human and connects us to each other. It helps us to realize we aren’t alone on this big, crazy planet we call home. What I’m about to tell you is not my life story, but my life-so-far story. It’s the series of events that has helped make me the person I am right now, at this very moment.

Where should I start my life-so-far story? Let’s go back several years and visit a little girl in a room filled with relatives. She’s holding a crayon, her most treasured possession, and she’s drawing. That little girl is me.

Even back then, I was always doing something creative. Remember phone books? The back section was filled with clean white sheets meant for note-taking, but I would rip out the blank pages and start drawing. The walls were another favorite canvas for my three-year-old self. My uncles would gently scold me—“Michelle, you can’t draw on the walls”—as they scrubbed away my crayon scribbles. And then I would draw on the walls again the very next day. I didn’t understand what I was doing, but I can see now that I had a strong natural desire to create.
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    Check it out online: “Draw My Life”

My mom was wonderful about nurturing my artistic abilities. She would draw with me, and she taught me how to sketch faces. I’ll never forget my first art lesson: I was four years old and we were sitting together in her room. It was a Sunday, her day off. She had a little calendar notebook that she filled with random things she needed to remember as well as poems that she wrote. On this day, she happened to be drawing a profile of a woman in her notebook. I was mesmerized as a face materialized with just a few strokes of her black pen. Suddenly and carefully, she drew this beautiful eye. I took a pen and started copying her, as she guided me along.

Perhaps that eye has been watching over me ever since.

My father can draw too, and I think he might be even better at it than my mom. He would sketch Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and Batman to entertain my brother, but he didn’t draw for me. He knew I could do it by myself, and sure enough, in time, I was drawing Disney princesses and other magical characters. I saw my father recently, after a long time apart, and he said he knew, even when I was little, that I would grow up to be creative and independent.

MY PARENTS’ STRUGGLE

My story really begins almost four decades ago in Vietnam, the country in Southeast Asia where my parents were born. My mother is from the countryside, in the south, and my father is from the north. Life back then was very hard for everyone because of the war. Both of my parents left their homeland with nothing and came to America as refugees. As difficult as my life was when I was younger, I was never tested the way my parents were. My mother remembers fleeing amid gunshots and jumping on a boat to escape. My father lived on a boat bound for Hong Kong for three months. Waves continually crashed against the vessel and the cold penetrated him to the bone. People were dying all around him. He prayed every night for a lighthouse to show the way toward land. Both of my parents wound up in the United States with few prospects but hopeful for a better life. They happened to have a chance encounter on a plane, fell in love, and ran away together.
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I will always be Mama’s little girl.
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Years later, when my brother and I were born, my father gave us Vietnamese names that symbolized his struggle for freedom. My brother was christened Hai Dang, which means “lighthouse”—the very beacon my father prayed for when he was on the boat. And my name is Tuyet Bang, which translates as “snow that has exploded”—an avalanche. He wanted to name me after the powerful cold he felt for three months straight. “When you look at snow alone,” he told me, “it’s so delicate and beautiful. But when there is a lot of it, an accumulation, and something triggers it, it’s an unstoppable force.”
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I didn’t know the real meaning of my name until last year. Maybe that’s a good thing. It’s a great deal of responsibility to walk around with a name so meaningful to your parents.

Maybe you’re wondering where the name Michelle came from. My parents wanted us to have American names in addition to our Vietnamese ones. Perhaps they thought it would be easier than growing up with the names Tuyet Bang and Hai Dang. My father, who was a construction worker specializing in flooring, was part of a crew renovating the home of a beautiful, wealthy woman in Boston. Exceptionally kind, she fed the workers and paid them extra wages. When he heard her name was Michelle, he tucked that in the back of his mind. Years later, as he and my mother were deciding what to call their new baby daughter, he knew that Michelle was the only option. He wanted me to grow up to be a generous, thoughtful woman like my namesake.

I was born in Boston, in what is now called St. Elizabeth’s Medical Center, my parents’ second child. We lived in that city for three months, then my parents decided we would have a chance at a better life in California. My father spent $600 on this jenky van and put a makeshift bed for my mother and brother and a crib for me in the back. Not quite the fancy baby car seats of today! There was no DVD player or satellite radio in this car. We were lucky the engine worked. The cross-country trip took four days. We arrived in downtown San Francisco, amid the street gangs and violence that were prevalent back then. My parents were scared and my mother wanted to return to Boston, but there was one problem: That car would never survive another three-thousand-mile trip. It was neither the first time nor the last that my parents would have to make the best of it.

WAY OUT WEST

We stayed in San Francisco for several years but moved around constantly to different houses and apartments. The last place we lived was in Oakland, in the Bay Area. It was tough on my brother and me. It’s hard to develop social skills as a child with that much upheaval, not to mention what changing schools often does to your learning ability. I made one friend my entire time in California, and my poor brother failed first grade. Even at that young age, I felt very responsible for my family, but obviously I had no way to help them.

Our next destination was back across the country, to Tampa, Florida. My father thought the flooring business would be better there, but it wasn’t. My mom, meanwhile, scraped together enough money to open a small nail salon, and went into business for herself. My father became a stay-at-home dad. Our little family was happy, but it was short-lived. My father returned to Boston to look for work, promising he would come back for us. I begged him not to leave, knowing deep down he would not be returning. “If you leave us,” I told him, “I’ll find you when I grow up.” The next day I woke up and he was gone. Years later, he told me that he realized at that very moment I would be okay in life, no matter what happened.

I was right about my dad not returning. Our family was torn apart, never to get back together. Eventually my parents divorced and my mother remarried. I never got along with my stepfather, but the silver lining was the arrival of my beautiful little sister, for whom I am grateful every day. I was so happy to be a big sister.

Life at home was hard because of my family situation, and life at school was difficult too. You see, when we lived in Florida, it was the first time I felt truly different because of who I was. In California, everyone around me was Asian. I had felt self-conscious there because I was always the new girl, but it had nothing to do with my race, my color, or my heritage. Florida was different. Everyone in school was Caucasian, African American, or Hispanic, so as one of the few Asians, I got bullied. I would walk down the halls and the mean girls would say, “Ching chong, ching chong.” The immature guys would get in my face and do Jackie Chan moves. Telling them that Jackie Chan was Chinese and that I was Vietnamese wouldn’t have made any difference. All Asians were the same to them.

THE REAL ME

In middle school and high school, I tried so hard to blend in with different groups of people. I would put baby oil in my hair to make it shiny and wavy and get tan to blend in with the Hispanic girls. That didn’t work. I asked some of my African American friends to braid my hair, thinking that would help me fit in. No surprise, that didn’t work either. I was trying on different masks and different looks, but I was doing it for the wrong reasons. In time and through my videos, I would explore a range of identities to celebrate different facets of myself—and help others discover themselves in the process. But back then, I was doing it to hide the true me.

How did I cope? By keeping to myself and staying busy. I am an introvert by nature, so it wasn’t that hard. I taught myself how to play piano and how to paint. I wrote stories and drew comic books (which I still have because my mom kept them. Thanks, Mommy!). I could have easily fallen in with the wrong crowd if I didn’t have my own little world.

By senior year, I was so tired of attempting to fit in that I stopped trying. I said to myself, “I don’t care anymore. I just want to be myself. I’m an artist, I play video games, I’m a nerd, and I’m proud of it. I don’t come from a wealthy background, but who cares?” And guess what? That is when I made a lot of friends. When I finally accepted myself, others accepted me. In my last year of high school, I felt like I got it.
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High school graduation with my brother, Steve.

MY DIGITAL ERA BEGINS

Today, we take the Internet for granted. Computers are everywhere. If you can’t afford one, you still can access a computer at school or a public library or even an Apple Store.

Speaking of Apple, I was around fifteen years old when my family finally saved enough money, $600, to buy our first computer. We went to the store and looked at the few options we could afford, but of course I gravitated toward the Apple iMac G3. Remember that one? The egg shape with the jewel-toned panels? “It’s different and it’s cool,” I said to my mother. “I like the design and I like the color.” My mother shook her head no and pointed me back toward the cheaper options. But I just knew the iMac was a better computer. “Can we save a little bit more and get it?” I pleaded.

We headed home and started saving again.
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When we finally got the iMac, I was so happy. It felt like we had this magical device in our midst that would let me explore the whole universe. The World Wide Web was still a new and novel thing at the time. I had heard about the Internet and saw it every once in a while at school and at the home of a girl I knew whose parents were well-off. She would go online and show me cool pictures of Sailor Moon and other anime characters and print out pictures of them. I was like, “What is this? It’s amazing!” She gave me a tiny glimpse of this magical place and I wanted more. So when we had our first computer, I was always on it. I was a total computer hog.

My mother didn’t have rules for computer usage because it was so new. She wasn’t alone; no one really knew what to make of it. It wasn’t like TV. It was … different. “Mom, it’s like the library,” I would tell her, “but all in this computer.” She didn’t understand completely, but she liked the fact that the computer kept me home more.

In the beginning, I looked at a lot of anime stuff and discovered all of these blogs, which back then were mostly online diaries, a few of them written anonymously. The scene was so compelling that I wanted to join the conversation and start my own blog, focused on my artwork. I found a home for my blog on a site called Asian Avenue. It was just like it sounds—all Asians. Each week, Asian Avenue would spotlight a different member, who in turn would get tons of new followers. I wanted so badly to be member of the week, so I picked a name that I thought would help: Goddess of Asians. Can you believe? That’s some name, right? It makes me laugh today. Looking back, I’m sure the people who visited weren’t expecting to find a teenage girl’s paintings and information on her favorite panda bear charity. But it worked. Soon enough I was member of the week and my following grew.

In a short period of time, I had this amazing group of followers and I started creating art just for them. It is every artist’s dream to showcase her work and find an audience. It’s why artists create.


WHAT IS ANIME?

Anime is Japanese animation. There is a certain style, emotional tone, and type of narrative associated with anime, and it drew me in the very first time I saw it. It was nothing like the American cartoons I grew up watching. There was a serious, somber side to it, not to mention that the characters looked more like me. There were very few Asian characters, animated or not, on television at the time. Anime has been a huge influence on me, as has manga, which is a type of Japanese comic book or graphic novel.
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My character for a video contest.



My paintings were inspired by different monthly themes I would choose. I guess you would call my style realism. I liked capturing real moments but interpreting them in my way, with different colors. I didn’t come from a family that talked about art or visited museums, so I discovered this world on my own. One early favorite artist was the eccentric surrealist Salvador Dalí. There is a museum dedicated to him in St. Petersburg, Florida, which wasn’t far from where I lived. You probably have seen pictures of Dalí, with his long, thin, curved mustache and crazy eyes. You’ve definitely seen his famous melting clocks from his painting The Persistence of Memory. He incorporates so much symbolism into a single painting that you could stare at the canvas for an hour and discover so many different things. Inspired by Dalí, I tried to incorporate symbolism into my work. Symbolism is everywhere if you just look for it.
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A sketch I did in college.


WHAT IS A SURREALIST?

A surrealist is an artist who was part of the surrealism movement in the twentieth century. The surrealists’ work blended dreamlike visions with reality.



The online communities back then were very positive. No bullying, no nasty comments. I could speak my mind freely in the popular chat rooms without being questioned or challenged because of my looks, where I came from, or my gender. No one in the offline world knew about my activities in this parallel universe. They would have written it off as strange.

The next step for me, at the age of sixteen, was to join the hugely popular online platform called Xanga. I needed a better name than Goddess of Asians because Xanga was more personal. Michelle Phan was taken, so I decided to create a nickname for myself. “What’s something original and cute and still me?” I thought. RiceBunny popped into my head because, well, I like rice and I was born in the Year of the Rabbit. That’s all there was to it. I typed in the name and it was available. “Great,” I said. “I’m RiceBunny now.” Who knew I’d be using that name for years, on all these platforms that had yet to be invented, like Twitter and YouTube?
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RiceBunny unveiled.

My ambition was to be popular online because I wasn’t popular in real life. In time, I became the most-subscribed-to female on Xanga; within two years, I had more than ten thousand subscribers. You might not think that is much by today’s standards, but it was a lot back then; plus, Xanga was a very involved community. I focused on making my content as original as possible and each post I created received hundreds of comments. The subjects ranged from how-tos—how to paint, how to make a ninja mask, how to curl your hair—to entries about my art and my personal life. The latter entries, I’ll confess, were embellished somewhat. The acceptance of the online community helped me grow as a person and an artist, but RiceBunny was a character, someone I aspired to be. She came from a happy family, she lived in a nice home, she had nice clothes. It was this persona I projected—and it was my online persona that people loved. I didn’t expose the real me because I didn’t think people would be interested. I wasn’t comfortable in my own skin.

Everything changed in 2007, the year I made my first video, titled “Natural Looking Makeup Tutorial.” Originally, it was meant to be a blog post. But right before I hit the “publish” button, I thought, “Makeup is so beautiful artistically and has so much movement. Let’s make a video. Plus, you learn better watching than reading.” I broke out my webcam, and with no idea what I was doing, I filmed the steps, edited everything, and added music and subtitles. I came up with my signature “Good luck” closing because I needed an outro. I uploaded the video and it took off. Soon enough, girls were requesting more videos—about smoky eyes, how to deal with acne, prom looks, you name it.


“Good luck” is how I end most of my videos. It’s my way of encouraging the viewer to try what she (or he) just saw and letting her (or him) know that it’s not always about skill. There’s a little luck involved too, so experiment and have fun. You can always wash it all off and try again!



There was one problem. My videos didn’t play that well on Xanga. I needed to move to a true video platform, so I started uploading on YouTube. In just one week, the natural-makeup tutorial received forty thousand views. Again, today’s numbers are exponentially higher, but back then, this represented a lot of viewers. I had found my new home.

MIRACLES DO HAPPEN

I need to go back in time a bit. When I started posting videos, I was a student at the Ringling College of Art and Design in Sarasota, Florida. The road to my first semester was extremely bumpy, to say the least. My mother dreamed that I would work in the medical field, like many good moms do I guess, but my heart was set on art. I researched the best art colleges around and Ringling was the closest. I applied and got accepted almost immediately. But there was one big problem: tuition was $14,000, just for the first semester! For my family, that represented a fortune. We did not have the money, so I deferred admission for a semester, hoping for a miracle.

My mother, brother, and I were living together, pooling our money and trying to make ends meet. My mother worked double shifts at the nail salon, my brother had two jobs, and I was a hostess at a Thai-Chinese restaurant. Our credit was shaky, so student loans weren’t an option. I prayed every day: “Dear God, I really want to go to Ringling. I have two months to find the money. Please help me find a way.” Then one day, one of my mother’s brothers from California came to town. He had done very well for himself in the construction business. He wanted to see where we lived, but my mother refused because she was embarrassed that we were living in one room with no furniture. My bed was a sleeping bag on the floor. Our clothing was in boxes. It looked very temporary, except we had lived like this for two years. None of my friends knew how I lived. My uncle insisted on coming over and he started crying when he saw what our situation was.

Back in California, he and my mother’s other brothers and sisters got some money together and sent us a check for $10,000. They told us to use the money for rent and furniture, but my mother decided we would put it toward my tuition. We had saved $2,000, so that, plus the check, plus $2,000 on a credit card meant we had enough for me to start college.
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That was the first miracle. The second one? Ringling decided that all incoming freshmen would receive a MacBook Pro laptop. I’ll never forget going to school, grabbing a laptop, and hearing the sophomores complain about how unfair that was. I was supposed to be one of those sophomores! If I hadn’t deferred, I wouldn’t have gotten that computer. I could not have afforded to buy my own, not in a million years.

What was so miraculous about a computer? Well, that laptop, loaded with all its awesome programs, such as iMovie, iPhoto, and iTunes, and an internal camera, became the tool that let me truly express myself. I don’t know if I could have started making videos without it. Everything I needed was contained right in that slim rectangle. In a way, it saved my life. It was my get-out-of-jail-free card. That computer was to me what the lighthouse was to my father. I will never part with it, even though I no longer use it.

After my first semester ended, I went back home. I wasn’t working because my mother wanted me to focus on school. But it was clear she was killing herself to support us, working fifteen-hour shifts, breathing in all those chemicals at the nail salon. I didn’t want that for her, so I started looking for a job. There was an opening at the Lancôme counter in the Dillard’s department store at the local mall. It was a long shot because I had no retail experience, but I applied and was asked to come in for a test and an interview. I thought I did a good job, but two weeks rolled by and no one called. I knew if I could teach women how to apply their makeup, they would buy the products, and I told the woman who interviewed me as much. But it didn’t matter. I wasn’t what they were looking for.

A few days later, I made my first makeup video. Sometimes it is a blessing not to get what you want.

BACK TO SCHOOL

I worked really hard at school that first semester, so I received a scholarship and some grant money for my second semester. Here I was, leading a double life: beauty guru on YouTube and art school student. I kept my YouTube gig very, very quiet. No one on campus knew that I was a vlogger (that’s a blogger who makes videos), and I liked it that way. But the videos were getting too popular and word got out. I was already a bit of a loner, so when people started making fun of me for the videos, I retreated even further. During breaks, the other students would be outside, smoking or getting snacks, and I was in the classroom, checking my YouTube channel, answering comments and messages. My professors certainly didn’t understand. “Michelle and her little hobby.” That’s how they viewed it. They felt I was always online and needed to focus more on my studies and my painting.


What is a beauty guru?

In the early days of YouTube, you had to pick a category for your videos. “Guru” was the option if you were making how- to videos. That’s how all the girls doing beauty videos came to be known as beauty gurus. It wasn’t a title we picked for ourselves, but it stuck.



Video requests were pouring in, so I knew something had clicked with the viewers and the people subscribing to my YouTube channel. All the money I had for art supplies was going toward makeup and video props. When I didn’t have any money to buy white paint, the most basic of art supplies, it was clear I needed a job. So I started working at a really nice sushi restaurant, making $200 each weekend, enough for products and supplies and a little left over to send to my mother.

Then a great thing happened: I started making money from my videos! The cash wasn’t pouring in; it was only twenty cents a day. I was frugal, but no one in Florida can live on that. Still, it was something, and I was so excited. Where was the money coming from? Google, which owns YouTube, has a partner program in which content creators can earn a percentage of ad revenue. Slowly, the money increased to $20 a day. When I started making $200 a week, I gave notice at the sushi restaurant. “Are you crazy?” they asked. “You’re leaving to make videos?” They reminded me that the economy had crashed and there weren’t many options for someone my age with artistic aspirations. They told me they would keep the job open, but I urged them to give it to someone else.

I didn’t want a safety net under me. I wanted to force myself to make this work.


MY LIFE SO FAR, PART TWO
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When you’re a little girl and people ask what you want to be when you grow up, no one says beauty guru. Or vlogger. Or YouTube phenomenon. Here I was, all three of those things, part of this parallel universe that exists on the Internet and social media. I had gotten to this point by following my instinct to create, and by sharing and connecting with my audience. There was no guidebook or road map, or mentor to ask for career advice. I was on my own, with my very modern hobby that was quickly becoming a job. At the same time, I was still in college, still intent on pursuing the life of an artist.

I plunged into making videos. For months, I was completely focused on my YouTube channel and challenged myself to make every video better than the last. I wanted to differentiate what I was doing from the other beauty gurus’ work. “What would I watch if I were that girl in front of the computer, instead of the girl on the screen?” I asked myself. My process was that simple. If I had a beauty big sister, what would I want from her?

My topics covered a wide range of material, from DIY (how to create a face mask using an egg, how to stretch out your ill-fitting shoes with ice, how to put some wave in your hair using paper-bag strips) to look-specific (prom, glasses, New Year’s Eve, date night). I did
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