
This week, while the charts were being dominated 
by all things Drake following the release of his al-
bum Certified Lover Boy, another act was making his-
tory of their own. With the release of their 17th studio 
album, Senjutsu (Sanctuary/BMG), metal icons Iron 
Maiden smashed their way to No. 3 on the Billboard 
200 with 64,000 equivalent album units (61,000 
sales) — the highest-charting album of the band’s long, 
illustrious career.

It’s a significant feat for the British group, whose 
last two albums reached No. 4 on the Billboard 200 
but which had otherwise only reached the chart’s top 
10 once in 2006. It’s a testament to both a longterm 
strategy set forth by its label and publisher BMG and 
to its committed fan base — and it helps earn BMG se-
nior vp catalog Michael Kachko the title of Billboard’s 
Executive of the Week.

Here, Kachko explains the lengthy campaign that 
has led to this moment, why BMG has been able to lift 
the band to heights it had never seen in its otherwise 
illustrious and groundbreaking career and how the 
fans remain at the center of it all. “We have a deep 

respect of the band’s fan base, and have learned a lot 
from them over the years on what really connects,” 
he says. “We’re always seeking creative new ways to 
deliver for the fans.”

Iron Maiden earned its highest-charting album 
in the band’s career this week as Senjutsu debuted 
at No. 3 on the Billboard 200. What key decisions 
did you make to help make that happen?

The release of Senjutsu is the culmination of an 
incredible six-year Iron Maiden campaign. In between 
their last studio album [2015’s The Book of Souls] 
through Senjutsu, the management team at Phantom 
and BMG have been building on our relationships 
with retail and digital partners, keeping the fans 
engaged with phenomenal special products at retail 
and digital exclusives from their vast catalog, all while 
exposing the band to new audiences with activations 
with Adult Swim and League of Legends. Alongside 
the support from SiriusXM/Pandora and all the DSPs, 
the band received their highest visibility across major 
streaming platforms ever.

Executive of the Week:  
BMG Senior VP Catalog  

Michael Kachko
B Y   D A N  R Y S

(continued)

YOUR DAILY ENTERTAINMENT NEWS UPDATE

Bulletin
S E PT E M B E R  1 7,  2 0 2 1   Page 1 of 26

• Songwriters 
Organize New Guild 
to Take Bigger Piece 

Of Streaming Pie

• Meet Universal 
Music Group’s New 
Board of Directors

• DatPiff Owner 
MediaLab Buys 

Genius for $80M

• French Labels 
Body SNEP Blames 
Believe For Holdup 
Of Market Report

• Recording Academy 
Promotes Ruby 

Marchand & Joanna 
Chu to New Awards 

Roles

• Bandsintown + 
Billboard Touring 

Indexes Return With 
The War on Drugs 

on Top

INSIDE

TOTAL 
IMMERSION

SUBSCRIBE TO BILLBOARD PRO FOR 
ACCESS TO NEW REPORTS 

AND THE ARCHIVE

ESSENTIAL ANALYSIS of the latest business topics and 
trends formulated to give industry players the competitive 
advantage in a rapidly changing market.

EXCLUSIVE QUARTERLY REPORTS that deliver in-depth, 
holistic reporting; case studies; and custom data designed 
to serve the industry.

AA DEEP DIVE LIBRARY stocked with intelligence on fan data, 
song catalog sales, TV synchs, Africa’s burgeoning music 
business and the gaming industry’s embrace of artists.

https://www.billboard.com/music/drake
https://www.billboard.com/music/iron-maiden
https://www.billboard.com/music/iron-maiden
https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/rock/9628191/iron-maiden-senjutsu-highest-charting-album-billboard-200-chart/
https://www.billboard.com/charts/billboard-200
https://www.billboard.com/charts/billboard-200
https://www.billboard.com/author/dan-rys
https://www.billboard.com/deep-dive


 

*

CONTACT:
Marcia Olival | 786.586.4901 | marciaolival29@gmail.com

Special rates available for independent artists and companies.

ON SALE 10/8
AD CLOSE  10/1
MATERIALS DUE 10/6

P R O M OT I O N

O N  S A L E

O C T  8

 
 

 

This special issue will highlight the artists, 
producers and other creative professionals 
whose work is in contention this year, including 
for Record Of The Year, Album Of The Year, 
Song Of The Year, and Best New Artist.

Take this opportunity to remind the industry 
of the accomplished work that was released 
between September 1, 2020 – September 30, 
2021, as the members of the Latin Recording 
Academy® prepare to cast their ballots for 
Latin’s Music’s Biggest Night®.

Billboard will publish its inaugural LATIN GRAMMY® 
Voter Guide E-Newsletter,showcasing the music 
and artist that made an impact during the eligibility 
period for the 22nd Latin GRAMMY® Awards.
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While DSPs operate as more of a service 
and music discovery tool, Iron Maiden is 
a highly visual band that creates album 
experiences, and that’s largely the physical 
component. The band’s fans are deeply con-
nected to the album experience and we took 
time to develop a suite of highly-sought-af-
ter, exclusive, limited-edition vinyl and CD 
configurations for major retailers including 
Target and Walmart, alongside Amazon ex-
clusives, and had really strong support from 
independent retailers.

With streaming platforms also adopting 
the band and prominently placing the new 
music on numerous high-profile playlists, 
for the first time we saw major growth at 
digital. We have a deep respect of the band’s 
fan base, and have learned a lot from them 
over the years on what really connects. 
We’re always seeking creative new ways to 
deliver for the fans.

The No. 3 debut beats the band’s previ-
ous high of No. 4, which it hit with its last 
two releases in 2010 and 2015. Why is the 
group reaching these new highs so deep 
into its career?

The band have always stayed true to their 
vision and let the music and art do the talk-
ing. Over the past six years, we’ve spent a lot 
of time reinvigorating the catalog and creat-
ing products to keep the fan base engaged 
while the band has continued to sell out 
major music venues all over the world. Ev-
ery album and concert tour has a brand new 

story to tell and Iron Maiden have mastered 
that experience. While most of the sales 
for Iron Maiden have traditionally been via 
physical products, the first point of music 
discovery for new fans is in the digital world 
and that has been key to developing the next 
generations of fans.

How has the physical sales world 
changed during the pandemic? What are 
the challenges there?

The demand for physical product ex-
ploded during the pandemic, especially 
with vinyl outstripping CD sales. Music 
fans couldn’t experience the thrill of live 
performances and were spending more time 
at home creating very personal listening 
experiences. The biggest challenge for the 
industry now is supply meeting the demand.

What was the marketing strategy that 
led to this big debut for a legacy act like 
Maiden? How did it differ from other 
acts under your purview?

Iron Maiden certainly has a legacy, but 
we think they’re far from a legacy act. If this 
week’s charts are any indication, this band 
is as relevant today as they’ve ever been, es-
pecially with their 2019 U.S. tour being their 
biggest and most successful to date. We’ve 
operated no differently between their last 
two new studio releases while continuing to 
actively promote their catalog. In today’s cli-
mate we see no difference between catalog 
and frontline.

Senjutsu kicked off with the release of 

the debut single and video for “The Writ-
ing On The Wall.” The song peaked at No. 3 
on Billboard’s Hot Hard Rock Songs chart, 
currently still in the top 20, with it also 
notching the band their best performance at 
U.S. radio in two decades.

Every element of this album campaign, 
from radio to retail, digital to physical, was 
a collaborative team effort built on creative 
ideas and forward-thinking opportunities, 
all resulting in achieving the best U.S. chart 
success of their legendary career.

There has been a resurgence of guitars in 
popular music of late, while rock has had a 
comeback on the mainstream charts. Did that 
have anything to do with Maiden’s success, 
or is it more about catering to their longtime 
fans to come out and support the group?

Rock music certainly hasn’t gone away. 
BMG has had major successes in rock 
recently and it will always have a place on 
the charts.

Iron Maiden is in a league all their own. 
They continually convert new fans and 
connect directly with their longtime fans; 
in turn, those fans continue to support the 
band. When you go to their live shows you 
see fans of all ages and that’s something 
that certainly goes into our thought process 
and planning to be sure we reach out to and 
engage with all their generations of fans — 
whether that’s through digital, retail, radio, 
traditional or street marketing. Iron Maiden 
is the total package. From the music to the 
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visuals, their brand is unrivaled and it’s an 
honor to represent this band. 

Songwriters 
Organize New 
Guild to Take 
Bigger Piece Of 
Streaming Pie
BY CATHY APPLEFELD OLSON

I
n some ways, there has never been a 
better time to be a songwriter. The 
creators of pop hits enjoy a visibility 
they haven’t had since before the 

singer-songwriter era, and companies like 
Hipgnosis Songs Fund, fueled by capital 
from outside the music industry, have 
helped create a thriving market for writer 
shares. The U.S. publishing business took 
in $4.08 billion last year, a nearly 10% rise 
over 2019, according to the National Music 
Publishers’ Association, with the majority 
of that going to songwriters — whose deals, 
on average, let them take home 75% of the 
revenue their songs generate, according to 
NMPA president/CEO David Israelite.

Many songwriters aren’t cheering this 
windfall, though — in part because it pales 

in comparison with the money going to the 
recording business. The Copyright Royalty 
Board, which is empowered by law to set 
certain statutory royalties, uses a complex 
formula that produces a combined (mechani-
cal and performance royalty) publisher pay-
out of about 13% of revenue, which translates 
to less than one-quarter of 1 cent per stream 
from most digital services — and that’s often 
divided among several publishers and writ-
ers. (And all the major streaming services 
except Apple Music have appealed the most 
recent CRB decision in order to lower the 
publishing royalties they pay.)

The only leverage writers have is with 
their publishers. Many are now speaking out 
about contract terms, delayed royalty pay-
ments and lack of promised pairings with 
artists, and organizing to push better terms 
and changes to the way streaming revenue 
is divided.

In recent months, writers-led groups like 
Songwriters of North America and the newly 
launched 100 Percenters and The Pact have 
begun educating and empowering fellow cre-
ators, calling out the age-old issue of artists 
taking publishing rights on songs they didn’t 
write and pushing for songwriters to receive 
a cut of recorded-music revenue.

Hipgnosis CEO Merck Mercuriadis, 
whose fund invests in publishing rights and 
would benefit from higher payouts, also 
plans to join the fight. He says he already 
has hundreds of songwriters on board for a 

guild he’s planning similar to Hollywood’s 
Writers Guild of America, including Nile 
Rodgers, Ryan Tedder, Andrew Watt, Ali 
Tamposi and Tayla Parx.

“There’s no secret the songwriter is the 
worst-paid person in the equation,” says 
Mercuriadis. “No negotiation should ever 
take place that affects how a songwriter is 
paid that doesn’t have the songwriter repre-
sented in the negotiation.” He says the guild 
will operate independently of Hipgnosis, 
and while it will have its own governance, it 
cannot structure itself as a union because a 
1980s ruling by the National Relations Labor 
Board categorizes composers and lyricists as 
“independent contractors.”

Songwriters hope a collective voice will 
give them more leverage. Until now, most 
have been reluctant to make a public issue 
of asking for better deals, fearing they may 
be dropped or blacklisted for speaking up. 
“Without a union, one of the hardest things 
we’ve seen is that songwriters are scared,” 
says multiplatinum-selling songwriter Ross 
Golan. “We are walking a thin line, and most 
of those that are doing really well don’t want 
to rock the boat.”

Since July 2020, when Tiffany 
Red launched The 100 Percenters (the 
name refers to how much credit songwrit-
ers should get for their work), she has been 
focused on helping release peers from out-
dated publishing contracts and petitioning 
labels to provide writers nonrecoupable per 
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Sam Hunt’s second studio full-length, and first in over five years, Southside 
(MCA Nashville/Universal Music Group Nashville), debuts at No. 1 on Billboard’s 
Top Country Albums chart dated April 18. In its first week (ending April 9), it 
earned 46,000 equivalent album units, including 16,000 in album sales, ac-
cording to Nielsen Music/MRC Data.

Southside marks Hunt’s second No. 1 on the 
chart and fourth top 10. It follows freshman LP 
Montevallo, which arrived at the summit in No-
vember 2014 and reigned for nine weeks. To date, 
Montevallo has earned 3.9 million units, with 1.4 
million in album sales.

Montevallo has spent 267 weeks on the list, tying 
Luke Bryan’s Crash My Party as the sixth-longest-
running titles in the chart’s 56-year history.

On the all-genre Billboard 200, Southside ar-
rives at No. 5, awarding Hunt his second top 10 
after the No. 3-peaking Montevallo.

Hunt first released the EP X2C, which debuted 
and peaked at No. 5 on Top Country Albums in August 2014. Following 
Montevallo, Between the Pines: Acoustic Mixtape started at its No. 7 high in 
November 2015.

Montevallo produced five singles, four of which hit the pinnacle of Country 
Airplay: “Leave the Night On,” “Take Your Time,” “House Party” and “Make 
You Miss Me.” “Break Up in a Small Town” peaked at No. 2.

Hunt co-penned all 12 songs on Southside, including “Body Like a Back 
Road,” which was released in 2017. The smash hit ruled Country Airplay for 
three weeks and the airplay-, streaming- and sales-based Hot Country Songs 
chart for a then-record 34 frames. It now ranks second only to Bebe Rexha and 
Florida Georgia Line’s “Meant to Be” (50 weeks atop the latter list in 2017-18).

“Downtown’s Dead,” which is also on the new set, reached Nos. 14 and 15 
on Hot Country Songs and Country Airplay, respectively, in June 2018. “Kin-
folks” led Country Airplay on Feb. 29, becoming Hunt’s seventh No. 1. It hit 
No. 3 on Hot Country Songs.

Latest single “Hard to Forget” jumps 17-9 on Hot Country Songs. It’s his 
eighth top 10, having corralled 8.2 million U.S. streams (up 96%) and 5,000 in 

sales (up 21%) in the tracking week. On Country Airplay, it hops 18-15 (11.9 mil-
lion audience impressions, up 16%).

TRY TO ‘CATCH’ UP WITH YOUNG Brett Young achieves his fifth consecutive 
and total Country Airplay No. 1 as “Catch” (Big Machine Label Group) ascends 

2-1, increasing 13% to 36.6 million impressions.
Young’s first of six chart entries, “Sleep With-

out You,” reached No. 2 in December 2016. He 
followed with the multiweek No. 1s “In Case You 
Didn’t Know” (two weeks, June 2017), “Like I Loved 
You” (three, January 2018), “Mercy” (two, August 
2018) and “Here Tonight” (two, April 2019).

“Catch” completes his longest journey to No. 1, 
having taken 46 weeks to reach the apex. It out-
paces the 30-week climb of “Here Tonight.”

On Hot Country Songs, “Catch” pushes 7-5 for 
a new high.

COMBS ‘DOES’ IT AGAIN Luke Combs’ “Does to Me” (River House/Columbia 
Nashville), featuring Eric Church, ascends 11-8 on Country Airplay, up 10% to 
24.7 million in audience. The song is Combs’ eighth straight career-opening 
top 10, following a record run of seven consecutive out-of-the-gate, properly 
promoted No. 1 singles.

Church adds his 15th Country Airplay top 10.

THAT TOOK QUITE ‘A FEW’ MONTHS Travis Denning shatters the record for 
the most weeks it has taken to penetrate the Country Airplay top 10 as “After 
a Few” (Mercury Nashville) climbs 12-10 in its 57th week, up 4% to 21.4 mil-
lion in radio reach.

The song surpasses two tracks that took 50 weeks each to enter the top 10: 
Easton Corbin’s “A Girl Like You,” which reached No. 10 in January 2018 be-
fore peaking at No. 6 that February, and Aaron Watson’s “Outta Style,” which 
achieved its No. 10 high in December 2017.

“After” is Denning’s second Country Airplay entry. “David Ashley Parker 
From Powder Springs” traveled to No. 32 in September 2018. 

SamHunt’s Southside Rules Top Country 
Albums; Brett Young ‘Catch’-es Fifth Airplay 

Leader; Travis Denning Makes History

ON THE CHARTS JIM ASKER jim.asker@billboard.com
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KOBALT MUSIC GROUP 
20TH ANNIVERSARY

On October 9th, Billboard will salute Kobalt Music Group on its 
20th anniversary. Today, Kobalt is one of the world’s most 
innovative music companies, using technology to power creative 
freedom, transparency, ownership and control for artists, 
songwriters, publishers, and labels. 

 As file-sharing wreaked havoc on the record industry, Kobalt 
took a bet on digital music and won. Founded in 2001 by Swedish 
entrepreneur Willard Ahdritz, the startup built a platform to 
maximize efficiency, accuracy, and transparency across the 
billions of micro-payments collected in today’s highly complex 
digital world. As traditional music companies fought technology 
and contracted, Kobalt embraced it and grew, building an 
infrastructure and world-class creative team purposely designed 
to usher in the streaming era, along with a more fair, rewarding 
music business for creators.

Kobalt has transformed into a preferred destination for rights 
holders and works with some of the most iconic and exciting 
artists and songwriters in the world, representing on average over 
40% of the top 100 songs in both the US and UK. Kobalt clients 
include, The Weeknd, FINNEAS, Dave Grohl, Karol G, Phoebe 
Bridgers, Jazmine Sullivan, Roddy Ricch, Lorde, Marshmello, Max 
Martin, Paul McCartney, Prescription Songs, Stevie Nicks, Ozuna, 
Young Thug, Kirk Franklin, Ovy On The Drums, Machine Gun Kelly, 
Andrew Watt, Justin Quiles, The Chicks, Pasek & Paul, Diplo and 
many more.

Please join Billboard in congratulating Kobalt Music Group’s 
20th Anniversary.
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diems and points on recordings. “There’s 
a lot of anxiety; it’s a bit of a hostile work 
environment,” she says, describing the writ-
ers’ perceptions of their publishing partners. 
“There’s a lot of trust that has been broken. 
But the publishing companies I’ve been 
working with are listening.”

This summer, each of the major publish-
ers — Sony Music Publishing, Universal 
Music Publishing Group and Warner Chap-
pell — pledged to drop minimum delivery 
release commitments, which oblige writers 
to deliver a quota of songs deemed “com-
mercially released” before they can fully 
recoup on an advance and begin receiving 
a higher royalty rate. That’s a major coup 
because MDRCs can stretch on for years 
for a seemingly small minimum, depending 
on the number of writers per song. (Each 
receives only a percentage of a song credit 
against their minimum on a co-write.) Addi-
tionally, some publishers like Warner Chap-
pell and BMG are adding executives to help 
register songs and administer royalties.

These moves signal a shift in the balance of 
power toward the songwriter that has been 
building since Kanye West sued Sony Music 
Publishing-owned EMI Music Publishing in 
2019, claiming he was being held to contract 
terms he had long ago satisfied. (West and 
EMI settled in February 2020.) The song-
writer groups are banding together, and they 
have more leverage at a time when publish-
ers face competition from venture capitalists 
and other nontraditional sources lured to 
publishing’s long revenue game.

“We’re in a time where publishing com-
panies are open to [negotiating] because 
so many writers are unhappy and are not 
making money, even the ones who are 
working,” says attorney Brandie N. John-
son, who recently got Akil “Fresh” King, a 
2021 Grammy Award-winning co-writer on 
Beyoncé’s Black Parade, out of a publishing 
deal he had recouped on months earlier but 
was tangled in red tape.

“If you are a publisher and you aren’t a 
forward-thinker,” says King, “your com-
pany will lose out on a lot of writers once 
people start talking about who’s offering 
the better deals.”

Several major publishing company execu-
tives contacted by Billboard say they were 

already evolving contracts and business 
practices before the recent public chorus 
of discontent. “We agree that MDRCs have 
become an archaic practice and only include 
them upon the request of the songwriter or 
artist,” says Carianne Marshall, co-chair/
COO of Warner Chappell.

Of course, no matter how much writers 
organize, much is still out of their hands. 
They can’t affect what a stream pays or the 
way fans listen on streaming has amplified 
hits and squeezed music’s middle class. But 
they can try to make working as a songwrit-
er less of a struggle.

“If a writer isn’t happy, it’s on us to figure 
it out,” says an executive at a major publish-
er. “There’s not a week that goes by where I 
don’t talk about deals with existing song-
writers and say, ‘OK, we are going to push 
you forward to the next contract period and 
forgo the minimum commitment from now 
on.’ That’s something we were doing well 
before this became a public issue.”

This story originally appeared in the Sept. 
18, 2021, issue of Billboard. 

Meet Universal 
Music Group’s 
New Board  
of Directors
BY TATIANA CIRISANO

W
hen Universal Music 
Group (UMG) makes its 
public listing Tuesday on 
the Euronext Amsterdam 

exchange, it will be guided by a global, 
10-member board of directors that is 40% 
female and includes executives across a 
range of industries, from the brains behind 
the Mamma Mia! musical to the manager of 
the international Michelin Guide.

The board will be overseen by execu-
tive directors UMG chairman/CEO Lucian 
Grainge and deputy CEO corporate Vin-
cent Vallejo, according to the company’s 
prospectus released Sept. 14. Grainge joined 
UMG in 1986 and has been CEO since 2010. 

Vallejo, who is based in the company’s Neth-
erlands corporate headquarters, joined the 
company in April and has been with UMG’s 
soon-to-be-former-parent-company Vivendi 
since 1998.

Every public company must have a board 
of directors, a governing body whose mem-
bers act in the best interest of the sharehold-
ers. Their duties include things like setting 
company goals, establishing stock option 
policies, leading acquisitions and mergers 
and deciding on executives’ salaries.

The rest of the oversight group at UMG 
comprises eight non-executive directors, 
meaning they are not UMG executives, 
including a chairman of the board and vice 
chairman of the board. The four titled “in-
dependent non-executive director” have no 
connection to UMG, but the four titled sim-
ply “non-executive director” have another 
connection to UMG, such as representing a 
major shareholder.

The chairman of the board and indepen-
dent non-executive director, who will call 
and direct meetings, is Judy Craymer, an 
award-winning producer who originated 
the idea for the Mamma Mia! musical (and 
later, film) and co-founded production 
company Littlestar Services Ltd. alongside 
ABBA members Benny Andersson and Björn 
Ulvaeus and producer Richard East. The 
vice chairman of the board, and an inde-
pendent non-executive director, is Antoine 
Fievet, who has spent 20 years as CEO of 
branded cheese and snack company the Bel 
Group – purveyor of brands Babybel and 
Boursin – where he has additionally served 
as chairman since 2009.

The other independent non-executive 
directors are Anna Jones, the co-founder 
and CEO of global women’s club AllBright; 
and Margaret Frerejean-Taittinger, the 
international development manager for the 
Michelin Guide restaurant ratings system.

The non-executive directors in-
clude Cathia Lawson-Hall, the head of 
coverage and investment banking for Africa 
at global financial services leader Société 
Générale; and Luc Van Os; the former CEO 
of Hearst Netherlands who now co-owns 
Misset Uitgeverij, a Netherlands-based 
B2B publisher of multimedia brands for the 
agricultural sector.
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James Mitchell and Manning 
Doherty are both non-executive directors 
with ties to China’s Tencent Holdings Lim-
ited, the leader of a consortium that now 
owns 20% of UMG – fittingly giving Tencent 
20% of the board seats.

Mitchell is Tencent Holdings’ senior 
executive vp and chief strategy officer and 
a director at Tencent Music Entertainment 
Group. Doherty is senior vp of GIC Pte Ltd., 
Singapore’s sovereign wealth fund – which 
is a part of the Tencent-led consortium – 
where he focuses on public and private debt 
and equity investments globally.

Notably, half of the eight non-executive 
directors are women, including the chair-
man of the board. Looking at racial diversity, 
Lawson-Hall is the only Black board mem-
ber while Mitchell and Doherty are both of 
Asian descent. Executive director Vallejo, 
the company’s deputy CEO corporate, is 
half-Spanish.

The prospectus notes that until recently, 
Dutch law stated that certain large Dutch 
companies, including UMG, must have at 
least 30% men and 30% women comprise 
their boards of directors. This legislation 
expired at the end of 2019, but in February, a 
bill was submitted to the Senate and Dutch 
House of Representatives requiring that 
board appointments not only maintain those 
percentages, but that new appointments 
lead to a more balanced gender ratio, or else 
they’ll be voided. In the U.S., only 22.5% 
of board seats in the Fortune 500 are held 
by women, and 4.6% are held by women of 
color, according to Catalyst, a nonprofit sup-
porting professional women.

All appointments are effective on Sept. 20 
and will serve until UMG’s annual general 
meeting in 2024. 

DatPiff Owner 
MediaLab Buys 
Genius for $80M
BY MICAH SINGLETON

L
yric and annotation hub Genius 
has been acquired by the tech 
holding company MediaLab for 
$80 million, Genius tells Bill-

board. The deal is nearly equal to the $77.7 
million in funding Genius has raised in to 
date, according to Crunchbase. The news 
was first reported by Bloomberg.

Launched in 2009 as Rap Genius, the 
Brooklyn-based company quickly rose to 
prominence as it became the de facto web-
site to analyze and research the meaning 
behind the lyrics of rap’s biggest superstars. 
Founded by Tom Lehman, Ilan Zecho-
ry and Mahbod Moghadam, Rap Genius 
rebranded itself as Genius in 2014 as it 
expanded into new music genres outside of 
hip-hop, even delving into annotating litera-
ture and at one point a presidential debate.

The company has had a series of high-
profile partnerships with major music 
streams — from a lyric deal with Spotify to 
display context behind songs, to a built-in 
Apple Music player on the Genius website 
— and even launched its own livestreaming 
platform last year called Genius Live. But 
none of its initiatives were enough to move 
its valuation up in the past few years. The 
result is a sale that will come with job cuts.

“We are restructuring the way in which 
original content is produced at Genius and 
as part of that some very talented individu-
als on the content and production teams 
were let go,” MediaLab said in a statement 
to Bloomberg. MediaLab says it will invest in 
the “community platform” as it focuses on 
emerging artists for the platform.

MediaLab owns a small group of compa-
nies including the mixtape platform DatPiff, 
social media platform Whisper and the 
messaging service Kik, which was popular 
around a decade ago. The company says it 
serves over 80 million users every month 
across its portfolio.

Reps for Genius and MediaLab did not re-
spond to Billboard’s request for comment. 

French Labels 
Body SNEP 
Blames Believe 
For Holdup Of 
Market Report
BY RICHARD SMIRKE

L
ONDON — A dispute has broken 
out in the French music industry 
between labels trade body SNEP 
and Believe, the Paris-based music 

distributor and artist services company, over 
the sharing of sales and revenue data.

Believe is refusing to share domestic mar-
ket data with SNEP, which is responsible 
for tracking the size of the French recorded 
music market. That has led SNEP to choose 
not to publish first-half figures for the 
French recorded music market for the first 
time in more than a decade.

It lays the blame for that decision firmly 
at the feet of Believe.

“Unlike the other big independents in 
France, Believe has until now shown no 
willingness to contribute to the French mar-
ket data,” SNEP managing director Alexan-
dre Lasch tells Billboard. “It’s a situation we 
have tried to avoid, and it was definitely not 
an easy decision to make.”

To compile its half-year and annual 
market reports, SNEP receives audited sales 
data from all three major labels, as well as 
the main independent labels and distribu-
tors in France.

Believe is the biggest distributor of inde-
pendent music in France, by some margin. 
But despite repeated requests from SNEP, 
the distributor hasn’t submitted domestic 
sales data to the organization since late 
2018, and it is the only significant music 
company not to submit financial figures 
on a regular basis, SNEP says. (The only 
other holdouts are companies with a small 
turnover that can be classed as micro enter-

 Page 8 of 26

IN BRIEF

https://www.billboard.com/author/micah-singleton
https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/genius-com
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-09-16/former-startup-darling-genius-sells-assets-for-80-million?sref=XCOyOEK1
https://www.billboard.com/author/richard-smirke


prises.)
Believe declined to be interviewed and 

did not respond to Billboard’s written ques-
tions. In a statement, the company said it 
was “surprised to learn” that SNEP needed 
its data for their market report and con-
firmed that it hasn’t been providing figures 
to the organization for “the last several 
years, and it was never an issue.”

Lasch dismisses Believe’s claim that it was 
surprised. He says the absence of Believe’s 
sales data from its financial reporting is 
“particularly problematic” this year as SNEP 
recently partnered with U.K. sales track-
ing company The Official Charts Company 
to compile its market reports. That’s led to 
methodological changes that require “great-
er cooperation” from labels and distributors.

Founded in 2005, Believe provides a 
range of services for artists and indie labels, 
including distribution to streaming plat-
forms, digital marketing and sync services. 
Its brands include New-York based platform 
TuneCore, Paris-based label and publisher 
Naïve, rock label Nuclear Blast and German 
distributor Groove Attack.

In June, Believe launched its initial public 
offering (IPO) on the Euronext Paris stock 
exchange, raising 300 million euros ($365.4 
million) — up to 330 million ($402.9 million) 
with over-allotment – with an initial market 
valuation of approximately €1.9 billion ($2.3 
billion).

On Wednesday (Sept. 15), Believe pub-
lished its first-half financial results for the 
six months ending June 30, reporting group 
revenues of €260 million ($306 million), up 
33% from the same period the previous year. 
Although the report breaks down revenues 
by geographic region — including a reported 
21% rise in revenues in France, totaling €43 
million ($50 million) in the first half of 2021 
– SNEP says Believe’s figures are “aggregat-
ed data” for the company’s global business 
and do not meet its domestic criteria.

“They do not allow us to monitor the 
evolution of the French market segment 
by segment,” says Lasch. “If we can’t agree, 
there is also a risk [that we can’t produce] 
the annual figures, but we are continuing 
our efforts simultaneously with the Official 
Charts Company to avoid such a situation.”

Believe says it is open to discussing the 

matter with SNEP and “is always ready to 
participate in the production of market data 
and artist rankings when produced in an 
independent, honest and transparent way.”

SNEP says it has not heard from the 
organization since the dispute went public 
on Tuesday. 

Recording 
Academy 
Promotes Ruby 
Marchand & 
Joanna Chu to 
New Awards Roles
BY PAUL GREIN

T
he Recording Academy announced 
Friday (Sept. 17) that Ruby March-
and has been appointed chief 
awards & industry officer and Jo-

anna Chu has ben elevated to vice president 
of awards, effective immediately.

The promotions follow the recent depar-
ture of Bill Freimuth, the Academy’s chief 
awards officer.

Previously, Marchand, who joined the 
Academy staff in 2020, was chief industry 
officer; Chu, who joined in 2004, was man-
aging director of awards.

This isn’t the first time that women have 
run the awards department. Diane The-
riot headed the department from 1992 to 
2008, when Freimuth took over. In that 
time, Theriot advanced from vice president, 
awards to senior vice president of awards.

Marchand will continue to oversee 
both awards and membership & industry 
relations, reporting to Academy co-pres-
ident Valeisha Butterfield Jones. In her 
expanded role, Marchand will work closely 
with genre managers on the awards team to 
boost outreach to various musical communi-
ties. Marchand focuses on creative strategies 
that enhance the natural alignment between 
awards and membership, overseeing the 
membership team as well as the leaders of 

the Producers & Engineers Wing, Songwrit-
ers & Composers Wing and GRAMMY U.

In her newly created position, Chu will 
draw on her expertise in awards systems 
and operations by leading the team through 
all aspects of awards season. Chu will report 
to Marchand and join her in reinforcing key 
Academy initiatives throughout the awards 
process, with a special emphasis on diver-
sity, equity and inclusion.

“I am proud to welcome Ruby and 
Joanna into their new positions as we 
work to enhance our awards processes 
from the inside out,” Harvey Mason jr., 
CEO of the Recording Academy, said in a 
statement. “Their expertise in this space 
is highly valuable as we continue to refine 
the Recording Academy’s role in the music 
industry and work to provide the highest 
quality of service to our members.”

Prior to joining the executive team, 
Marchand held several elected leader-
ship roles at the Academy. In 2004, she 
was elected governor and vice president of 
the New York chapter, where she chaired 
Grammy in the Schools for more than 12 
years. In 2011, Marchand was elected a 
national trustee from the New York chapter 
and served for two two-year terms. She was 
elected vice chair of the Academy by the 
national board of trustees in 2015 and served 
until 2019, working alongside chair John 
Poppo all four years.

Additionally, she was co-chair of the 
awards & nominations committee for seven 
years and, among other things, helped drive 
new eligibility rules related to streaming. 
Marchand was a member of the national ad-
vocacy committee in 2015-16 and represent-
ed the Academy on a historic trade mission 
to Shanghai, Seoul and Hong Kong in 2014 
with A2IM and several independent labels.

Marchand previously held leadership 
roles at Warner Music Group, including 
vice president of international A&R for 25 
years, head of A&R for Cordless Recordings 
and Rykodisc, and senior vice president of 
revenue and repertoire assurance. March-
and has served as a consultant to the music 
and performing arts professions’ School at 
NYU and at other companies and organiza-
tions. She is a former executive-in-residence 
and adjunct professor at NYU Steinhardt’s 
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Music Business Program.
Chu previously held director and manag-

ing director roles in the Academy’s awards 
department, where she was responsible for 
overseeing the departmental staff. Prior to 
joining the Academy, Chu worked in Silicon 
Valley as one of the few female software engi-
neers in the aerospace industry for 15 years.

In her new role, Chu will join the Acad-
emy’s leadership team. She will become 
the fifth female executive on the current 
13-member roster of top-tier executives. 
(Marchand was already on the leadership 
team.)

Note: These tallies include only Academy 
executives, not those who work for Musi-
Cares or the Grammy Museum. Counting 
those Academy affiliates, the overall stat 
for the leadership team is 10 women and 11 
men. 

Bandsintown + 
Billboard Touring 
Indexes Return 
With The War on 
Drugs on Top
BY ERIC FRANKENBERG

A
fter launching in October 2019, 
the Bandsintown + Billboard 
touring indexes went on a hiatus 
for much of the worldwide 

concert shutdown. For more than a year, 
Bandsintown tracked the most engaged 
artists around in the world in the livestream 
space, as the face of live performance 
morphed to adapt to the ever-changing con-
ditions of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Now, with the fall concert schedule heat-
ing up stateside and internationally, the 
original quartet of indices return to track 
the hottest trending tours around the world.

The Bandsintown + Billboard Index 
includes four weekly charts: Global Top 
Artists, U.S. Top Artists, Global Ris-
ing Artists, and U.S. Rising Artists. The 
Top Artists rankings include all acts with 

250,000 or more Bandsintown trackers, 
while the Rising Artists lists feature acts 
with 10,000-249,999 trackers.

These weekly rankings are based on 
percentage growth in overall engagement 
during a rolling month, including new track-
ers, ticket clicks, and event RSVPs (all four 
indices will update weekly, using data from 
the previous 30 days).

Fans can become a “tracker” of their 
favorite artists on bandsintown.com by 
searching for any given act. All artist pages 
host a complete touring schedule, links to 
music and merchandise, and allows fans to 
post show reviews. Each individual show 
listing has options to click through to pur-
chase a ticket link (ticket clicks) in addition 
to links to rsvp within Bandsintown, by 
selecting “interested” or “going.”

Ticket clicks across all artist pages on 
Bandsintown have risen to 11 million in the 
last month.

The War on Drugs re-launches the Top 
Artist indices at No. 1 as they ramp up to 
their next touring cycle. The Philadelphia-
based rock band released “Living Proof” 
in July and, earlier this week, “I Don’t Live 
Here Anymore,” from their upcoming album 
of the same name.

The band’s tour will kick off Jan. 19, 
2022, in Austin, Texas, and travel through-
out the U.S., marking some of the biggest 
shows of their career at San Francisco’s Bill 
Graham Civic Auditorium, Nashville’s Ry-
man Auditorium and New York’s Madison 
Square Garden.

Check out all four indices in the Bandsin-
town X Billboard section of Billboard’s main 
chart landing page, in addition to upcoming 
coverage of the top-grossing concerts, tours, 
venues and promoters around the world. 

Executive 
Turntable: 
Greenberg Traurig 
Adds Legal 
Heavyweight; 
SiriusXM Names 
Podcast Head
BY CHRIS EGGERTSEN

G
reenberg Traurig, LLP has 
expanded its entertainment & 
media practice with the ad-
dition of music and content 

attorney Charles J. “Jeff” Biederman as a 
shareholder in its Los Angeles office. He was 
previously at Manatt, Phelps & Phillips.

According to a release, Biederman has 
worked on music catalog deals valued at 
more than $1 billion, including, most recent-
ly, representing Round Hill Music Royalty 
Fund in acquiring a $363 million publishing 
catalog comprising songs performed by The 
Beatles, Marvin Gaye, Celine Dion and 
the Backstreet Boys. He additionally rep-
resented Downtown Music Holdings in its 
recent sale of 145,000 copyrights to Con-
cord Music, including songs from Aretha 
Franklin, Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, Stevie 
Wonder, David Bowie and Adele.

Biederman represents recording art-
ists, such as Dierks Bentley and the estate 
of Miles Davis, as well as producers, 
composers, managers and executives in the 
music industry. His clients also include stu-
dios, publishing companies, actors, athletes, 
writers, designers, apparel and accessory 
companies and advertising agencies in the 
U.S. and abroad.

In a statement, Biederman noted that 
Greenberg Traurig’s overseas footprint was 
a key factor in his return to the firm, where 
he worked as an associate for a brief period 
earlier in his career.

“The entertainment marketplace is a 
global marketplace,’’ said Biederman. “We 
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all work in a global media space. When I’m 
doing licensing deals in Europe or Asia, 
having experienced colleagues in markets 
like London and Milan, is incredibly helpful. 
I know that for any question that comes up, 
there’s a Greenberg Traurig lawyer some-
where in the world who can answer it.’’

Bobby Rosenbloum, chairman of Green-
berg Traurig’s global practice group, added 
that the firm plans on “more expansion to 
come in Los Angeles and beyond,” noting 
the recent addition of Neil Miller as share-
holder in its London office.

In his own statement, Daniel H. Black, 
Greenberg Traurig’s vice chairman of global 
practice and chairman of its West Coast 
entertainment and media practice, lauded 
Biederman for his “extensive experience 
and connections” that “will help us continue 
to strengthen and expand the capabilities of 
our Los Angeles office and our global enter-
tainment team.’’

“His work on behalf of both creative 
artists and companies allows him to serve 
as a strategic advisor to entertainment 
clients of all sizes,” added Gregory A. Fish-
man and Barbara A. Jones, co-managing 
shareholders of Greenberg Traurig’s L.A. 
office.

Biederman earned his B.A. from Cornell 
and his J.D. from the Vanderbilt University 
School of Law.

Former Simplecast founder and 
CEO Brad Smith has been named head of 
podcast products at SiriusXM.

In the newly-created role, Smith will 
lead a team responsible for implementing 
SiriusXM’s podcast product strategy across 
all of its owned platforms — including Siri-
usXM, Pandora, and Stitcher — for creators 
and listeners.

Simplecast, a podcast management and 
analytics platform, was acquired by Siri-
usXM in 2020.

Earlier this week, SiriusXM CEO Jen-
nifer Witz detailed SiriusXM’s plans in 
the podcasting space, including growing its 
portfolio of both owned-and-operated and 
third-party podcasts while continuing to of-
fer “a full set of hosting ad tech and ad sales 
solutions” to both podcast publishers and 
advertisers.

Wasserman Music has promoted 

five to agent: Amanda Ilgunas, Paige 
Maloney, Lauren Marker, Edenized 
Perez and Mallory Smith, the latter two 
in the brand partnership department. The 
company has also brought on two new tour 
marketing directors, Stephanie Gheri-
ni and Mika Posecion.

Based in San Francisco, Ilgunas began her 
career as a receptionist at Paradigm before 
moving on to talent, corporate communi-
cations and human resources roles at the 
agency, whose music division was acquired 
by Wasserman earlier this year. She later 
joined Paradigm’s partner agency AM Only, 
where she worked as an assistant, and later 
coordinator, for agent Ben Shprits. In her 
time with Shprits, she helped book several 
fast-growing acts in house, underground, 
and indie electronic music. Her clients now 
include Dom Dolla, Charlotte de Witte, DJ 
Seinfeld and NALA.

Maloney joined Paradigm in 2015 as an 
assistant to agent Joe Atamian following 
an earlier stint as an administrator at Live 
Nation in Philadelphia. Her current roster 
includes Bob Weir, Phil Lesh and Black 
Pumas. She is based in Nashville.

Marker was previously with WME, where 
she started in 2018 as agent Brent Smith’s 
booking assistant. She was later promoted 
to agent trainee at the agency before moving 
to Wasserman Music with Smith this past 
summer. She continues working with Smith 
and is based in Los Angeles.

Perez previously worked as an assistant, 
and later coordinator, for agent Anthony 
DiStasio in Paradigm’s brand partnerships 
department. She has worked on partner-
ing Kaytranada with Stella Artois for a vir-
tual DJ set at the Sessions at Solstice virtual 
concert, partnered Toro Y Moi with Cartier 
for a New York Times content piece and 
booked Killer Mike’s participation at the 
ComplexLand virtual pop culture festival. 
She is based in New York.

Also based in New York is Smith, who 
joined Paradigm alongside chief market-
ing officer Lori Feldman in 2019. At the 
agency, she worked on “facilitating holistic 
initiatives” throughout the internal market-
ing and services teams across departments. 
She previously worked as an assistant for 
strategic marketing & brand partnerships at 

Warner Records.
Gherini, who is now based in Nashville, 

joins Wasserman after a five-year run at Live 
Nation’s Los Angeles headquarters, where 
she oversaw marketing on national tours for 
artists including Halsey, 21 Savage and An-
derson .Paak. She has also worked in man-
agement, publishing and at record labels 
during her 11 years in the music industry.

Finally, the Los Angeles-based Posecion 
comes to Wasserman from WME, where 
she worked for five-and-a-half years, most 
recently as a global tour marketing agent. 
While there, she executed marketing 
campaigns for artists including AJR, Duran 
Duran and Steve Aoki. Before that, she 
founded the artist development and man-
agement company 91 Projects and managed 
DJ and producer Mikael Wills. She started 
her career at Spin Artist Agency.

Warner Chappell Music (WCM) has 
promoted Santiago Menéndez-Pidal to 
president, Southern Europe, effective Oct. 1. 
Menéndez-Pidal will continue to be based 
in Madrid and report to Warner Chappell 
co-chair and CEO Guy Moot.

In his new position, Menéndez-Pidal will 
continue running WCM Spain but will also 
oversee the company’s operations in Italy. 
In the latter country, he’ll be taking over 
for Roberto Razzini, who stepped down 
from his role as managing director of WCM 
Italy at the end of August. Menéndez-Pidal 
will also work with WMC’s local consultants 
in Greece to expand the company’s presence 
there, while also collaborating with WCM’s 
Paris-based team.

Menéndez-Pidal has been with Warner 
Chappell since 2017, when he was hired as 
managing director of WCM Spain. The hire 
marked a return for the executive to the 
company, where he worked earlier in his 
career. Menéndez-Pidal works with several 
of Spain’s leading songwriters, including 
Pablo Alboran, Alizzz, Jorge Drexler, El 
Guincho, Dani Martin, Vanesa Martin, Me-
lendi and Joaquin Sabina. He launched his 
career at BMG Music in 1992 before mov-
ing to WCM Spain and, later, EMI Music 
Publishing in Spain and Australia. He later 
served as A&R director of Sony Music Spain, 
where he signed artists including Dvicio, 
Ana Mena, Melendi, C Tangana, Roza-
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lén and Andrés Suarez.
“We think that connecting our businesses 

across Southern Europe even more will 
lead to synergies that’ll benefit our writers 
throughout the region,” said Moot and his 
Warner Chappell co-chair Carianne Mar-
shall in a statement announcing Menéndez-
Pidal’s promotion. They also paid tribute to 
Razzini, calling him “a stalwart leader for 
Warner Chappell Music Italy over many 
years, building and maintaining an amazing 
business and supporting writers from all dif-
ferent genres and backgrounds.”

Ciara Shortridge has been elevated to 
vp, country publishing/A&R at Curb | Word 
Entertainment. She was previously senior 
creative director.

Shortridge has been with the company 
since the beginning of 2020, following 10 
years at Disney Music Publishing Nashville. 
In the new role, she will be responsible for 
overseeing the creative operations of the 
country roster alongside vp, country pub-
lishing & creative Colt Murski.

TuneCore CEO Andreea Gleeson has been 
named U.S. ambassador for Keychange, the 
international initiative designed to trans-
form the music industry by reaching 50% 
women and gender minority representation 
across festivals and organizations. TuneCore 
and its parent company, Believe, have com-
mitted to the Keychange global gender 
pledge for parity.

“While the discrepancy that exists cur-
rently in the music industry has become 
more recognized, the challenges and barri-
ers facing female creators are still there and 
remain poorly understood and unsolved,” 
said Gleeson in a statement. “We all need to 
be aware and ask ourselves what we can do 
to move the needle.”

Under Gleeson’s leadership, earlier this 
year TuneCore partnered with MIDiA 
Research to spearhead the study BE THE 
CHANGE: Women Making Music 2021, 
which examined why women continue to 
be underrepresented in the music industry. 
Of 401 women creators who responded to 
the survey, 81% felt it was harder for female 
artists to get recognition than male artists. 
Thirty-four percent asked for female-friend-
ly resources and safe workspaces, while 
35% of female creators want more change to 

come from learning and shared experiences 
in the form of coaching and mentoring.

Gleeson used the study as the founda-
tion for the Gender Equality Hub, her first 
activation on behalf of Keychange. Spon-
sored by TuneCore and Believe and curated 
by Gleeson, the hub will host networking, 
mentoring sessions and workshops with 
companies including TikTok, Sentric Music, 
SongTrust and Native Instruments at the 
16th Annual Reeperbahn Festival, which is 
slated to run from Sept. 22-25 in Hamburg, 
Germany. The activiation’s so-called “speed 
mentoring” program will be run by female 
and gender minority advocacy commu-
nity shesaid.so.

The Gender Equality Hub’s presence 
at Reeperbahn will serve as a pilot, with a 
planned expansion to other conferences 
next year.

Alli Galloway has been hired as head of 
audience and creative at music credits data-
base Jaxsta. She’ll report to chief marketing 
officer Beth Appleton.

In her role, Galloway will lead Jaxsta’s 
audience growth strategy by overseeing 
communications with Jaxsta’s growing 
membership, among other functions. Before 
Jaxsta, she was senior audience & channel 
manager at Warner Music Australia (WMA), 
where she relaunched the company’s 
website and oversaw the strategic growth 
of media brands, including I Like Your Old 
Stuff, Maniacs, Cool Accidents and WMA’s 
direct channels. Over more than 20 years of 
music industry experience, she has served 
as a touring and festival promoter and agent 
for artists in the U.K. and also held strate-
gic roles at Jaden Digital, where she was 
head of artist & label marketing, and Social 
Family Records, where she was digital and 
marketing manager.

“Jaxsta’s membership is growing daily and 
we have a tunnel vision on ensuring that we 
meet the needs of our membership,” said 
Jaxsta CEO and co-founder Jacqui Louez 
Schoorl in a statement. “Alli joining Beth’s 
team as Head of Audience and Creative is 
another proud moment as we continue to 
grow our Olympic team.”

Songwriter and artist Donovan 
Woods and his longtime manager Michelle 
Szeto have launched the record label End X 

Music (End Times Music), distributed by 
The Orchard.

The label’s first signee is Cassidy Man, 
who recently released her first single with 
the label, “Election Night.”

“Since Donovan and I started working 
together over 5 years ago, the idea of sharing 
what we’ve learned and the relationships 
we’ve built with another artist has always 
thrilled us,” said Szeto in a statement. “We 
never questioned the hard work that would 
come with it, but rather, we didn’t think 
we would ever agree on an artist. When we 
independently came across Cassidy and sent 
her music to one another, it was a coinci-
dence we couldn’t ignore.”

Kiswe, an interactive video company 
that creates real-time live streams, has 
named Ruby Kam as CFO.

Kam comes to Kiswe after more than 20 
years of leadership experience in finance, 
strategy, product and account management. 
She will be responsible for the company’s 
strategic finance, investor relations, human 
resources and accounting functions. She 
joins Kiswe from United Health Group 
(UHC) National Accounts, where she also 
served as CFO. Prior to that, she worked at 
New York-based private equity firm TCR 
and was also a strategy consultant with 
McKinsey & Company.

In a statement, Kiswe CEO Mike Scha-
bel noted that the company’s revenue grew 
10 times in 2020 over the prior year. “Ruby’s 
strategic vision and financial acumen will be 
instrumental to the continued hyper growth 
of the company, and her experience will 
help lead the team on our journey to become 
an industry leader for interactive video,” he 
said.

In 2020, Kiswe reported 537.2 million 
interactive engagements in nearly 200 
countries.

Oak View Group (OVG) has appointed 
three executives to posts at the forth-
coming Coachella Valley Arena: JoAnn 
Armstrong as vp of programming, Joyce 
Szudzik as vp of marketing and Ruth Hill as 
vp of finance. All will be based in Palm Des-
ert and report to John Bolton, senior vp of 
entertainment-facilities at OVG and general 
manager of the arena.

Armstrong will be tasked with spearhead-
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ing strategic content programming of all 
concerts, family shows and special events, as 
well as facilitating the AHL hockey sched-
ules. She comes from the Honda Center in 
Anaheim, California, where she worked for 
28 years. During her time there, she oversaw 
all programming for the arena and sched-
uled games for the NHL’s Anaheim Ducks. 
Prior to that, she was part of the manage-
ment team at the Pacific Amphitheatre in 
Costa Mesa, California and at the Laff Stop 
Comedy Nite Club in Santa Ana, California.

Szudzik arrives at OVG/Coachella Valley 
Arena from AEG Worldwide, where she will 
oversee the planning and execution of the 
arena marketing strategy, including brand, 
ticket sales, media buying, partnership 
marketing, social and digital media. A two-
time Billboard Digital Power Player, she will 
also serve as a liaison and work with OVG 
Los Angeles and other arena stakeholders to 
ensure brand alignment. Szudzik is described 
as “a digital native and social media strate-
gist” with a long track record in marketing 
on both the promoter and venue side. She 
started her career in Live Nation’s PACE am-
phitheaters and later worked in national tour 
marketing at AEG Live, where she led mar-
keting campaigns for A-list artists and built 
the digital marketing team. She most recently 
led AEG’s social media listening and strategy, 
consumer data governance programs.

In her new role, Hill will establish the 
arena’s financial infrastructure and com-
pliance, develop budgets and monthly 
forecasts, assist with projecting event deals 
and P&L and oversee daily accounting and 
finance operations. Before joining OVG, she 
worked for NBA teams including the Utah 
Jazz, Sacramento Kings and San Antonio 
Spurs; NHL teams including the Nashville 
Predators and Dallas Stars; and, most re-
cently, at the full-service marketing agency 
Mod Op.

Located in California’s Riverside County, 
the Coachella Valley Arena will be more than 
300,000 square feet and boast over 11,000 
seats, as well as modern suites and premium 
hospitality clubs. It will be the home of the 
Seattle Kraken’s affiliated American Hockey 
League (AHL) team and include an adjoin-
ing community gathering space and training 
center for the team. It is projected to open in 

the final quarter of 2022.
Nashville-based music marketing 

firm Songfluencer has named Chelsea 
Kent as international, director of Europe 
and Michael T. Fox as international, direc-
tor of Canada.

Kent has 10 years of experience in the 
entertainment field, with a focus on on 
international publishing, writer/producer/
artist management and A&R. In her new 
role, she’ll be the primary liaison for all 
Songfluencer business in Europe, including 
identifying cross-Atlantic opportunities for 
Songfluencer clients, nurturing relation-
ships with clients and creators and laying 
the groundwork for future opportunities 
across the globe.

Fox previously worked as head of music 
partnerships at World Vision Canada. At 
Songfluencer, he will work alongside the 
company’s co-owner and chief technology 
officer Louis O’Reilly to expand Songflu-
encer’s reach in the Canadian market.

Inertia Music has announced several pro-
motions: director of label services Yvonne 
Cho has been upped to general manager; 
digital strategy manager Cameron Walsh is 
now director of label services; A&R label 
group coordinator Sophie Brown has been 
elevated to A&R and marketing manager – 
[PIAS] Australia; and sales account man-
ager Phoebe Kwan will move into the role 
of product operations manager while her 
colleague Janine Rankin goes on maternity 
leave at the end of September.

Cho will report to Inertia Music & [PIAS] 
Australia managing director Colin Daniels, 
who said Cho’s “contribution to the strategy 
and operation of Inertia has been instru-
mental in our growth.”

Walsh, who reports to Cho, will lead the 
label services team and oversee manage-
ment of Inertia Music & [Integral] label 
services clients and their releases. His team 
includes recently-promoted marketing man-
ager Fiona Priddey, label managers Brendan 
O’Keeffe and Joshua Gibbs and digital man-
ager Vanessa Bartel. Brown will report to 
head of marketing Mari Stuart, who will also 
oversee newly-hired [PIAS] Australia label 
group promotions manager Liz Ansley.

Mike Murray has been named head of 
creative at Hillsong Music Publishing out 

of Nashville, Murray announced via Insta-
gram last week (as reported by the Gospel 
Music Association). He comes to the com-
pany after a 12-year stint at Christian record 
label and publishing house Integrity Music.

Over a career spanning more than 25 
years, Murray has also served in roles at 
Christian labels including Capital CMG 
and Provident Label Group, working with 
artists and songwriters including Hillsong 
Worship, Leeland, Kari Jobe, All Sons & 
Daughters and Matt Redman. Prior to 
that, he worked as a roadie for 4-Him and 
Geoff Moore & The Distance. 

How ‘Synth God’ 
Mike Dean  
Went From 
Powering ‘Donda’ 
Stadium Events  
to Commanding  
His Own  
Echoplex Shows
BY HERAN MAMO

W
herever Mike Dean is 
positioned in a room, no 
matter how big or small, he 
wields all the power.

You might not have spotted the top-tier 
hip-hop producer and multi-instrumen-
talist at the top of Atlanta’s 71,000-person-
capacity Mercedes-Benz Stadium two 
months ago, but he was there, playing the 
music Kanye West presented to the world 
during the listening parties for his record-
breaking Billboard 200 No. 1 album Donda. 
At the end of August, it was still hard to 
make out his cloaked figure amid the thick 
haze — a combination of machine-generated 
fog and clouds of THC smoke Dean himself 
produces — and blinding multi-colored 
strobe lights, while he was center stage at 
Los Angeles’ 780-person-capacity Echoplex.
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Dean, 56, hosted two sold-out concerts at 
the L.A. venue on Aug. 21 and 22, improvis-
ing synths and performing songs from both 
of his instrumental albums, 2020’s 4:20 and 
2021’s 4:22. The mega-producer also 
released the 21-track ECHOPLEX (Live 
2021) visual album, directed and produced 
by Jonathan Josell and executive produced 
by Dean, John McGuire and Eric Gorleski, 
exclusively on Apple Music Sept. 3 — while 
the standard, audio-only project is available 
on all digital and streaming platforms. For 
the casual listener, it feels like living inside 
the outro of a Kanye or Travis Scott song 
for an entire hour and a half.

Those two artists’ discographies, which 
include a combined 13 Billboard 200 No. 1 al-
bums that Dean contributed his Midas touch 
to — plus his work with legendary musicians 
such as 2Pac, Selena Quintanilla, Ma-
donna, Beyoncé, Jay-Z and The Weeknd — 
have cemented Dean as one of the best 
producers of the 21st century. Dean, also 
known by his legion of devoted followers as 
the “Synth God,” is a household name just 
like the acts he works closely with.

“I hate when interviews start with ‘Kanye 
West producer Mike Dean,’” he tells Bill-
board over Zoom from his California home 
studio, its setup bearing similar resemblance 
to his Echoplex shows, where the synths 
revolve around the one who breathes life 
into them. “I’m Mike Dean.”

A man subject to many Donda memes, 
Dean has seen them all about West call-
ing him in the middle of his second Atlanta 
listening event (which Dean confirmed was 
because of a mixing mistake, in a since-
deleted tweet) as well as Dean allegedly be-
ing held hostage at the Mercedes-Benz 
Stadium until the long-awaited album was 
finished. He’s had the last laugh. Now, the 
six-time Grammy-winning producer is get-
ting back to work.

He’s currently splitting his days between 
working with Don Toliver on his highly 
anticipated sophomore album, the follow-
up to his 2020 debut LP Heaven or Hell, 
and with Christine and the Queens on her 
third album, which will be released in early 
2022. Singer Rahim accompanied Dean on 
stage at both of his Echoplex shows and is 
featured on the live visual album track “RA-

HIM LIVES.” The other two albums he’s 
working on belong to 070 Shake and Scott. 
He has a method to his madness that’s less 
structured and more instinctual, much like 
his improvisation.

Billboard caught up with Dean about his 
work ethic, ideal collaborators and source 
of energy during his and other artists’ live 
performances.

Take me through a day in the life of 
Mike Dean.

Kind of smoke weed and just look 
through my hard drive of s—t I’ve got to do, 
and decide what I’m gonna work on every 
day. I don’t really have much of a schedule, 
I just kind of write s—t down and try to 
split my time up between technical s—t, 
updating computers, and learning new s—t. 
Creating and mixing, kind of three different 
jobs in a way.

You’re working on Don Toliver, Chris-
tine and the Queens, Travis Scott and 070 
Shake’s upcoming albums. How are you 
managing all of those projects?

Very carefully. [Laughs.] I kind of bounce 
people around as much as possible, you 
know? I’ve got people that are moving 
schedules around for me now — like Shake 
and Don Toliver both had to move their re-
lease dates because of Kanye. And Christine 
and the Queens actually had to wait about 
six weeks to work. Just have to be patient, I 
guess.

I’m really excited for those to 
come out, especially since Shake, Don 
and Tame Impala were my top artists 
from last year.

I need to get with Tame Impala. 
If you and Kevin Parker were in the 

same room together, I feel like it would 
just explode.

We’ve been on stage together, it’s fun. It 
was on SNL with Travis.

I remember that – it was amazing. But 
have you and Kevin been in the studio 
together?

No, it’s always like mailing in stuff.
With the Donda stadium events, it felt 

like Kanye toured an unfinished album, 
and each time the album was presented, 
it was being delivered like a rough draft. 
The crowd gave their reactions like revi-
sions, and then a new one was presented 

until the final product was presented. 
Have you ever approached music, espe-
cially for another artist, so influenced by 
others’ reactions?

It’s kind of how I did my live stuff. My live 
streams I was doing on Twitch, kind of get-
ting input from people from that. They kind 
of influenced how my 4:22 album came out.

For Donda, that rollout strategy cer-
tainly paid off since the album debuted 
at No. 1 on the Billboard 200. You also 
landed in the top 10 of Billboard’s Hot 100 
Producers chart as well as the Songwrit-
er/Producer tallies in the Rap, R&B/Hip-
Hop, Christian and Gospel genre charts. 
Do you feel like those rankings better 
position you as the “Synth God” as fans 
have come to know you by?

I don’t really give a f—k [Laughs]. Not 
too much. Especially the Christian/Gospel, 
I don’t even know how the album landed 
there. I guess ‘cause there’s no cursing?

You talked about how your Twitch 
livestreams influenced how you made 
your last album. When you were im-
provising at the Echoplex, are the fan 
reactions at the show coming to mind? 
Are you still feeding off them, or are you 
mostly doing it for yourself?

Kinda both. I mean I was watching 
people, but I wasn’t.

At the Donda events, you were just 
DJing from up top. But I saw you posted a 
video from Rolling Loud Miami this year 
of you and Travis on stage improvising 
the end of “90210.” When you have those 
moments with him, are you feeding off 
his energy? Are the synths and guitars 
powering you? What is giving you life in 
that moment?

Kinda both. We just kinda feed off each 
other. It’s like a symbiotic relationship.

I’m excited for Travis’ new album 
because you two create magic together 
and on stage, you guys have so much 
chemistry.

Yeah, it’s gonna be dope. I’m not sure 
when it’s gonna be, but soon.

Do you have an order for the albums 
you’re going to work on, or do you tackle 
them all in bits and pieces?

After Donda, I spent my days and nights 
with Christine and Don Toliver. I’ll have 
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like six hours in the morning with one and 
six hours in the evening with one. Who-
ever seemed to like the mornings better, 
I’d give them the mornings. Not mornings, 
but noon…. I usually like to work in the 
afternoons and the evenings. I don’t like to 
work too late — like, I don’t like to work past 
midnight. Unless I have a crazy deadline, 
then I’ll work till it’s done.

Out of the albums you’re currently 
working on, do you know which album 
will come out first?

Christine will be early next year some-
time. Probably Don Toliver first, and then 
Shake, and then Christine. I have to get Ski 
Mask [the Slump God] in here, I’m about 
to work with him.

Have you two worked together before?
No. Met him at the release party. I know 

Tariq [Cherif ], his manager that runs Roll-
ing Loud. He’s been hitting me up to work 
with Ski Mask for a minute.

Who are some artists you’ve never 
worked with before that you’d love to get 
in the studio with?

I think Bobby Shmurda might be coming 
up. That’d be cool. I mean, The Weeknd, 
we’re gonna work soon…. We’ve worked 
together a lot. I’m the one who brought him 
into the Fifty Shades of Grey situation.

Yes, for “Where You Belong” — that 
song is underrated as hell.

That was the first song he did for the 
movie. They came back and did “Earned It.” 
Yeah, I introduced him to that whole situa-
tion. It was pretty cool.

I was listening to “Way Too Big” 
off Burna Boy’s 2020 album Twice as 
Tall and when I heard the outro, I was 
like, “I know that’s a Mike Dean outro 
right here.” How did you get to working 
with an Afrobeats artist like Burna?

Diddy actually hit me up and asked me to 
do it. It was pretty cool.

Are there other genres you’d be willing 
to explore in terms of your production? 
Would you do more Afrobeats, or Latin?

Probably both really. I mean, they’re both 
kind of interesting. [It’s] good to get into 
something different, you know? Just to keep 
stuff from getting boring doing hip-hop all 
the time.

What do you want people to remember 

you as?
The best producer ever. [Laughs] I don’t 

know, just a really great composer/synthe-
sizer guy. The Synth God. 

Porter Robinson 
Talks Turning 
His Second Sky 
Festival Into a 
‘Porter-Centric’ 
Theme Park
BY KATIE BAIN

C
ertainly a lot of Porter Robin-
son fans would welcome the 
chance to get inside the produc-
er’s head. This weekend, they’ll 

finally be able to — in a way.
The sophomore edition of Robinson’s 

Second Sky festival kicks off tomorrow (Sep-
tember 18) at the Oakland Arena. The lineup 
includes Robinson, who’ll be performing 
his first live show after the release of his 
critically acclaimed second album Nurture, 
released this past March. (The album hit 
No. 1 on Dance/Electronic albums in May 
and reached No. 52 on the Billboard 200 
that same month.) The two-day festival will 
also feature some of Robinson’s own favorite 
artists, including Jai Wolf, Madeon, Jon 
Hopkins and Toro Y Moi.

For the producer, assembling his own 
festival has allowed him to achieve, he says, 
“two goals. One is creating the World Of 
Porter theme park, and the other is making 
it really about the artists and something that 
feels like a big chance for every artist. I want 
it to be super-enticing for fans of Porter, and 
I want there to be Easter eggs for people 
who follow all my stuff. But also I really 
hope that people leave the festival as fans 
for life of the other acts.”

He’s not kidding about the theme park 
part. Produced by Goldenvoice, Second Sky 
features production design by Nassal, the 
designers of The Wizarding World of Harry 

Potter World at Universal Studios and Star 
Wars: Galaxy’s Edge at Disneyland. Inspired 
by Robinson’s love of video games and sci-
fi/fantasy and anime, the event has been 
designed around a narrative loosely inspired 
by Nurture.

They’ll be Porter-centric drinks and food, 
along with a 50-foot tree, the roots of which 
will flow traverse the site to connect myriad 
worlds. It’s a big investment in a single art-
ist, but the demand for The World of Porter 
clearly there. When Second Sky went on 
sale, every one of the 40,000 available tick-
ets was in a cart waiting to be purchased.

To really push things over the top, Rob-
inson — who tells Billboard over the phone 
he’s been a bit stressed by the event, because 
he cares so much about it — will be debut-
ing a new side project called Air to Earth. 
Amalgamating progressive house and disco, 
Robinson is opening each day of Second Sky 
under this new alias, in an effort to get fans in 
the door early, so they can discover new art-
ists and spend ample time inside his world.

Below, he talks with Billboard about the 
new project, as well as the theme park, and 
all other things Second Sky.

I know that for you, Second Sky is a 
chance to give bigger stages to some of 
the artists you like most. What’s your 
thinking around that concept?

There are a lot of people who spend a 
lot of time digging for music and finding 
new genres and new little niches of music 
to obsess over. And when I would look at 
some of these artists, some were doing well 
— but a lot artists who I thought were really 
talented weren’t quite getting the shine that 
I felt that they deserved.

I think every artist has this idea of doing 
a label imprint or something like that, and 
that never felt quite right to me. It never felt 
right to be in charge of releasing someone’s 
music and making a deal against them in 
a way. It felt a little dated. What really did 
excite me though, was creating a place that 
people could actually go to, where all of this 
music that I love — much of it having one 
foot in electronic music, and one foot in in-
dependent music or something else — could 
come together. It felt like there wouldn’t 
be a lot of places you could see G Jones and 
Kero Kero Bonito on the same lineup. But I 
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know there’s people out there, most of them 
probably people who follow me, who’d love 
nothing more.

In terms of what you’re creating at the 
actual festival site, Second Sky sounds re-
ally bananas, and probably like it’s been a 
ton of work for you and your team. What 
are you trying to achieve here? 

I think with anything I love, I’m always 
trying to take a bath in it. That’s the best way 
I can describe it. If there’s an aesthetic that is 
suddenly calling to me, or a sound or a vision, 
I want to be as immersed in it as possible. Be-
tween me and my manager, we always talked 
about what are absolute stretch goals would 
be. I think I sort of achieved a lot of stuff 
I was dreaming of — so it was like, “What 
would be the craziest thing we could shoot 
for? What’s the highest level of achievement 
in creating entertainment?”

I think it’s having your own theme park 
— like Nintendo just got there with Super 
Nintendo World at Universal Studios in 
Osaka. Some of the companies who’ve been 
making some of the very coolest theme park 
attractions in the world are working on Sec-
ond Sky. That’s what I’m allowed to say.

What was the reaction when you 
brought this grand vision of the set-
ting to Goldenvoice, your partner in the 
Second Sky?

The people at Goldenvoice, the way I’ve 
heard it from them, is that they’re like “This 
is the biggest little festival we’ve ever seen.” I 
think sometimes me and my team can be bor-
derline annoying with perfectionism. We’re 
trying so, so hard to make everything... we’re 
trying to make like a Disney thing, practi-
cally. That’s just really hard for the amount of 
resources we have. I know that Goldenvoice 
loves working with us, because I care about 
them too a lot, and I really respect them. 
We’re all on the same team.

Not every artist gets their own festival. 
I imagine that’s meaningful to you.

Oh, it’s unbelievable. I value Second Sky 
so, so much. I can say without hesitation 
that the first year was one of the top five 
best days of my life. It was so fun. The thing 
that my mind goes to when I remember 
how great it was — I actually think of Peter 
Berkman from the band Anamanaguchi, 
and Peter Berkman’s mom, Tracy Berk-

man, coming to me backstage and saying, 
“Everyone here is so nice.” At first I thought 
she meant our staff, but she actually meant 
the audience. She was walking around, and 
I think she expected something a little bit 
more raucous. That was so cool for me. And 
then I heard it again, and again and again.

You’re also debuting a new side project 
this weekend called Air to Earth. Tell me 
about that. 

I did a side project called Virtual Self, 
that was like three years of my life. Air to 
Earth wasn’t even a twinkle in my eye three 
months ago, so it’s really different. I had this 
idea of how to open Second Sky — I open 
every year, like I mentioned — and I was 
trying to figure out what the set would be. 
Some people in my universe were like, “You 
should do a throwback thing with old Porter 
songs.” I know people would like that, but 
my heart wasn’t really in it. I just didn’t feel 
excited about it.

So I sort of pivoted to this other form of 
nostalgia, and thought it would be really fun 
to play a set that was driven by the progres-
sive house from 2008, 2009 — like Dinka 
and EDX and Helvetic Nerds, Adam K, 
Kaskade. That was my plan at first, and then 
once I started diving into it, it just sort of 
took this turn to something that was kind of 
new for me. I’ve been describing it in my so-
cial posts as mainly sample driven progres-
sive house and then a lot of really fun, light 
feeling disco.

And that felt better to you than throw-
backs?

I got way more excited after that, because 
I feel like the nostalgia thing is fun, but it 
doesn’t really have legs. I felt like nostalgia 
is doing all throwbacks like “I remember 
that song.” That’s fun in the moment, but it 
doesn’t stay with you. Once I started finding 
this pocket of music through digging around 
online that felt a little more new to me, I 
just put in a ton of time into finding music 
and putting other stuff together. Then it was 
like, “I actually feel like I want to name this 
just on the off chance that there’s more to 
this than I’m thinking right now.” The name 
Air to Earth came to me. It’s a different ap-
proach than my other side projects where I 
just feel like there’s more to this, but that I 
haven’t really done it yet.

How does it feel to you to be diving 
into a different type of sound?

Air to Earth feels to me like something 
that four years down the line, I’d enjoy roll-
ing up to some house festival and perform-
ing, or doing surprise sets with it. Someone 
asked me like, “Why do you feel that you 
have to develop an alias just to play a differ-
ent sound of music?” and it was an interest-
ing question. It’s two things: I’m constantly 
trying to be free of expectations, because I 
feel a lot of pressure. I feel expectations — 
like, all the time.

But the other thing that I think is much 
more important is: When I sort of stumble 
upon what I feel is a sort of untapped node 
of art that I feel is really interesting, I don’t 
want to just stick one toe in. I want to bathe 
in it, like I was saying earlier. I want to be im-
mersed in it. I don’t want to play 15 minutes 
of it in an otherwise-Porter set. I want to live 
there for a little bit and get as deep into as I 
possibly can, which is why it’s so essential for 
me to distinguish this from what I normally 
do. People will look at it differently.

If you’re rolling up on a Porter Robinson 
DJ set, people are like “I want to hear ‘Sad 
Machine.’” That’s all well and good, but I 
think if you have someone rolling up to this 
festival and seeing Air to Earth and know-
ing very little, it’s just a better feeling. It’s 
just nicer. 

IN BRIEF
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T.I. & Tiny Harris 
Won’t Face 
Charges From 
Sexual Assault 
Case in LA
BY CARL LAMARRE

O
n Thursday (Sept. 16), Bill-
board learned that T.I. and his 
wife Tiny Harris will not face 
charges stemming from a 2005 

incident involving a woman claiming that 
the couple allegedly drugged and sexually 
assaulted her in Los Angeles. According to 
court documents obtained by Billboard, the 
statute of limitations in the case expired 
after 10 years. 

In a statement sent to Billboard by the Har-
rises’ attorney Shawn Holley, she expressed 
the couple’s satisfaction with the outcome. 
“Mr. and Mrs. Harris are pleased, but not sur-
prised, by the District Attorney’s decision to 
dismiss these meritless allegations,” says Hol-
ley. “We appreciate the DA’s careful review of 
the case and are grateful to be able to put the 
matter behind us and move on.”

Last May, the complaining witness filed 
a report to the LAPD claiming that T.I. and 
Tiny sexually assaulted her after allegedly 
spiking her drink. Around the same time, a 
second woman also accused T.I. and Tiny of 
similar behavior back in 2010 in Las Vegas. 
Her case too was declined due to the stat-
ute of limitations expiring. 

In a new podcast interview with Big Facts 
Live this week, T.I. vehemently denied all 
the allegations against him and his wife. 
“Why, all of a sudden, after all of these many 
years of service to the community, decades 
of integrity and showing people who I am... 
I just become a creep to people,” he said. “I 
ain’t bullsh—ting, bruh. Motherf—-ers just 
want me to be a creep so f—-ing bad. Like, 
my n—-a, where that come from?”

Since Jan.. 30, T.I. and Tiny voiced their 
innocence regarding all allegations made 
against them. 

Jeep Launches 
Its Own Custom 
Guitar Along With 
Detroit Dreamers 
Song: Exclusive
BY MELINDA NEWMAN

J
eep has long used music to help sell its 
iconic SUVs, and now the car manu-
facturer is making the leap to crafting 
its own line of guitars. The Detroit-

based brand has partnered with Wallace 
Detroit Guitars to launch a custom guitar 
featuring the Jeep Army Star graphic.

To help kick off the marketing campaign 
on Friday (Sept. 17), Detroit Dreamers, a duo 
led by Cherrytree Music Company founder 
and former Michigan resident Martin 
Kierszenbaum, is releasing “Dreamers,” a 
custom track written for the initiative. The 
“Dreamers” video premieres below.

Cherrytree Records will make the song 
available on all digital service providers 
Friday, plus Jeep will house the video on its 
YouTube page and Amazon storefront.

“Music has long played a defining role 
in Jeep brand campaigns, from OneRe-
public and XAmbassadors to Lenny 
Kravitz and Halsey, and many more,” says 
Olivier Francois, global chief marketing 
officer for Jeep parent Stellantis. “Music’s 
ability to instantly form a connection with 
listeners opens our brands up to so many 
possibilities in shaping our identities.”

The guitars, designed to appeal to Jeep 
and music aficionados, are built from old-
growth wood sourced from historic Detroit 
buildings. The serialized guitars, priced at 
$2,900, take 90 days to make and are avail-
able for preorder now. In addition to the star 
graphic on the front, the back of the guitar 
features a handprinted Jeep logo and De-
troit topographical map. The guitar straps 
that come with every guitar are made from 
recycled car seat belts.

“While one of the licensing program’s de-
sign rules is to generate revenue, the pur-

pose of this endeavor is to expand the reach 
and build aspiration to this discerning audi-
ence,” Francois says. Volume will depend on 
the number of orders.

Keeping the manufacturing local and 
selecting a music act with Detroit ties was 
paramount. “Whether it’s Detroit na-
tive Eminem saying ‘This is the Motor 
City, and this is what we do’ for Chrysler’s 
‘Imported From Detroit’ campaign to Bob 
Dylan saying ‘We will build your car’…our 
campaigns have long incorporated mu-
sic and also shined a light on the Detroit 
automotive legacy, including the men and 
women from past and present committed to 
building world-class automobiles, and shap-
ing Detroit’s destiny,” Francois says.

Francois and Kierszenbaum have known 
each other since Kierszenbaum’s days as 
a marketing and A&R executive at Inter-
scope, when they worked on campaigns 
featuring Eminem and Enrique Iglesias. 
More recently, they collaborated on a Fiat 
500 campaign withSting and Shaggy, both 
of whom Kierszenbaum manages. The 
Grammy-nominated Kierszenbaum has 
written, played or produced tracks by Lady 
Gaga, Madonna, Robyn, Samantha Fish and 
Sting, among others, often with his Detroit 
Dreamers partner and teenage friend Tony 
Lake engineering.

“When we started discussing the idea of 
the guitar with the team at Wallace Detroit 
Guitars, I immediately thought of Martin, 
given our past work together, and the fact 
that he and Tony have a unique connec-
tion to Detroit,” Francois says. “The idea of 
creating a custom track for the launch of 
the guitar was too good to pass up, and the 
Detroit Dreamers immediately said, ‘Let’s 
do it.’”

Kierszenbaum and Lake had released a 
Detroit Dreamers EP conceived and written 
during the early part of the pandemic, but 
wrote “Dreamers” specifically for the cam-
paign. The rock track, influenced by their 
Michigan music heroes Mitch Ryder, the 
MC5 and Grand Funk Railroad, “came out as 
any of our other songs would; inspired by a 
feeling and an urgency to explore a natural 
impulse and sound,” Kierszenbaum says.

“We did provide a few notes to Martin to 
ensure the feel was right for the brand, but 
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he and Tony really didn’t need much help 
from us,” Francois says. “They immediately 
understood the tone, and as passionate en-
thusiasts of the brand, they knew what we 
were looking for in terms of authenticity.”

After the release of “Dreamers,” Cherry-
tree will target rock radio outlets who have 
played Detroit Dreamers’ music before to 
expand its life beyond the Jeep campaign. 
“It’s important to us to lay the founda-
tion and give rock fans around the world 
a chance to discover our new song organi-
cally,” Kierszenbaum says.

As part of the launch, Detroit Dreamers 
are playing the song for employees at the 
Mack Assembly Plant in Detroit on Friday. 

Jane Powell,  
Star of Hollywood 
Golden-Age 
Musicals,  
Dies at 92
BY ASSOCIATED PRESS

J
ane Powell, the bright-eyed, operatic-
voiced star of Hollywood’s golden age 
musicals who sang with Howard Keel 
in “Seven Brides for Seven Brothers” 

and danced with Fred Astaire in “Royal 
Wedding,” has died. She was 92.

Powell died Thursday at her Wilton, 
Connecticut, home, longtime friend Susan 
Granger said. Granger said Powell died of 
natural causes.

“Jane was the most wonderful friend,” 
Granger said. ”She was candid, she was 
honest. You never asked Jane a question you 
didn’t want an absolutely honest answer to.”

Granger was a youngster when she met 
the then-teenaged Powell, who was mak-
ing her film debut in 1944′s “Song of the 
Open Road,” directed by Granger’s father, S. 
Sylvan Simon.

She performed virtually her whole life, 
starting about age 5 as a singing prodigy on 
radio in Portland, Oregon. On screen, she 
quickly graduated from teen roles to the 

lavish musical productions that were a 20th-
century Hollywood staple.

Her 1950 casting in “Royal Wedding” came 
by default. June Allyson was first announced 
as Astaire’s co-star but withdrew when she 
became pregnant. Judy Garland was cast, but 
was withdrawn because of personal prob-
lems. Jane Powell was next in line.

“They had to give it to me,” she quipped 
at the time. “Everybody else is pregnant.” 
Also among the expectant MGM stars: Lana 
Turner, Esther Williams, Cyd Charisse and 
Jean Hagen.

Powell had just turned 21 when she got 
the role; Astaire was 50. She was nervous 
because she lacked dancing experience, but 
she found him “very patient and under-
standing. We got along fine from the start.”

“Seven Brides for Seven Brothers” proved 
to be a 1954 “sleeper” hit.

“The studio didn’t think it was going to 
do anything,” she recalled in 2000. “MGM 
thought that `Brigadoon’ was going to be the 
big moneymaker that year. It didn’t turn out 
that way. We were the ones that went to the 
Radio City Music Hall, which was always 
such a coup.”

The famed New York venue was a movie 
theater then.

Audiences were overwhelmed by the 
lusty singing of Keel and Powell and 
especially by the gymnastic choreography 
of Michael Kidd. “Seven Brides” achieved 
classic status and resulted in a TV series 
and a Broadway musical.

“Blonde and small and pretty, Jane Powell 
had the required amount of grit and spunk 
that was needed to play the woman who 
could tame seven backwoodsmen,” John 
Kobal wrote in his book “Gotta Sing Gotta 
Dance: A Pictorial History of Film Musicals.”

After 13 years at MGM, though, Powell 
quit the studio, reasoning that she was going 
to be fired “because they weren’t going to be 
doing musicals anymore.”

“I thought I’d have a lot of studios to go 
to,” she said in 2000, “but I didn’t have any, 
because no one wanted to make musicals. 
It was very difficult, and quite a shock to 
me. There’s nothing worse than not being 
wanted.”

She found one musical at RKO, “The Girl 
Most Likely,” a 1958 remake of “Tom, Dick 

and Harry.” Aside from a couple of minor 
films, her movie career was over.

She was born Suzanne Lorraine Burce in 
Portland, Oregon, in 1928. She began singing 
on local radio as a small child, and as she 
grew, her voice developed into a clear, high-
pitched soprano.

When the Burce family planned a trip 
to Los Angeles, the radio station asked if 
Suzanne would appear on a network talent 
show there. The tiny girl with a 2½-octave 
voice drew thunderous applause with an 
aria from “Carmen” and was quickly put 
under contract to MGM.

Her first movie was a loanout to an in-
dependent producer for “Song of the Open 
Road,” a 1944 mishmash with W.C. Fields (at 
the end of his career) and Edgar Bergen and 
Charlie McCarthy.

The character’s name in “Song of the 
Open Road” was Jane Powell, and MGM 
decided that that would be her movie name.

She played teens in such films as “Holiday 
in Mexico,” “Three Daring Daughters” and 
“A Date With Judy.” But she pleaded with 
the studio bosses to be given grown-up roles 
and finally succeeded in “Royal Wedding.”

Frothy romances and musicals continued 
to dominate her career, including “Young, 
Rich and Pretty,” “Small Town Girl” and 
“Three Sailors and a Girl.”

After her movie career ended, musical 
theater offered plenty of work for a star 
of her prominence and talent. She sang in 
supper clubs, toured in such shows as “The 
Unsinkable Molly Brown” and “I Do! I Do!” 
and replaced Debbie Reynolds in the Broad-
way run of “Irene.”

She frequently appeared on television, 
notably in the Judy Garland role in a new 
version of “Meet Me in St. Louis.”

As she approached her 70s, Powell aban-
doned her singing career. “I can’t hit the 
high notes, and I won’t be second-rate,” she 
explained in 2000. She switched to drama, 
appearing in New York theater in such plays 
as “Avow,” portraying mother of an unmar-
ried, pregnant daughter and a son who 
wanted to marry his male partner.

Powell’s first four marriages ended in di-
vorce: to Geary Steffen (son Geary, daughter 
Suzanne), Patrick Nerney (daughter Lind-
say), James Fitzgerald and David Parlour.
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Powell met fifth husband Dick Moore 
when he interviewed her for his book about 
child actors. As Dickie Moore, he had been a 
well-known child actor in the 1930s and ’40s 
and gave Shirley Temple her first screen kiss 
in “Miss Annie Rooney” (1942). Moore, head 
of a New York public relations office, and 
Powell married in 1988. He died in 2015.

Jane Powell’s survivors include her 
daughter, Lindsey Nerney, Granger said. 

Jorja Smith, 
Central Cee & 
More Take Home 
2021 GRM Rated 
Awards: Full 
Winners List
BY MIA NAZARENO

J
orja Smith won female artist of the 
year at the 2021 GRM Rated Awards, 
which celebrates the best talent in the 
U.K.’s hip-hop and grime music scene. 

Smith received a Grammy nomination for 
best new artist three years ago.

British rapper Tion Wayne, who reached 
No. 11 on the Billboard Global 200 in May, 
took home awards for track of the year and 
video of the year for “Body,” a collab with 
Russ Millions. Central Cee was another two-
time winner. He was named male artist of 
the year and breakthrough of the year.

The virtual ceremony featured perfor-
mances by Wayne, Pa Salieu, Backroad 
Gee, ENNY, Amia Brave, Potter Payper and 
legacy award winner Heartless Crew.

Hosted by model Jourdan Dunn and 
actor/comedian Michael Dapaah, the 2021 
GRM Rated Awards returned for its sixth 
year and aired Thursday (Sept. 16) on the 
hip-hop outlet’s YouTube channel.

The GRM Daily was founded by CEO 
Koby ‘Post’ Hagan. “Congratulations to all 
the winners and all the nominees,” Hagan 
said in a statement following the event. “It’s 
been an amazing show and we can’t wait to 

come back as a live event next year.”
Here’s the full list of winners:
Album of the year:
AJ Tracey, Flu Game 

Bugzy Malone, The Resurrection 
D Block Europe, The Blueprint- Us Vs. Them 
Fredo, Money Can’t Buy Happiness 
Ghetts, Conflict of Interest — WINNER  
Headie One, EDNA 
K Trap, Street Side Effects 
Loski, Music, Trial and Trauma: A Drill Story 
Nines, Crabs In A Bucket 
slowthai, TYRON

Female artist of the year:
Bree Runway  

Darkoo 
ENNY 
Ivorian Doll 
Jorja Smith — WINNER 
Lady Leshurr 
Ms Banks 
Shaybo 
Stefflon Don 
Midas The Jagaban 

Male artist of the year: 
AJ Tracey 

Abra Cadabra 
Central Cee — WINNER 
Chip 
Digga D 
Fredo  
Ghetts 
Headie One 
Potter Payper 
Tion Wayne 

Breakthrough of the year:
ArrDee 

BackRoad Gee 
ENNY 
Central Cee — WINNER  
French The Kid 
Jordan  
Shaybo 
SR 
Pa Salieu 
wewantwraiths 

Personality of the year: 
Big Zuu 

Chunkz 
Harry Pinero 
Nella Rose 
Michael Dapaah 
Mo Gilligan 

Munya Chawawa 
Niko Omilana — WINNER 
Yung Filly 
ZeZe Mills 

Track of the year: 
A1 & J1, “Latest Trends” 

Abra Cadabra, “On Deck” 
Central Cee, “Loading” 
Digga D, “Woi” 
ENNY, “Peng Black Girls” (ft Amia Brave) 
Headie One, Stormzy and AJ Tracey, 
“Ain’t It Different” 
Nines, “Airplane Mode” (ft NSG) 
Pa Salieu, “My Family” (ft BackRoad Gee) 
Potter Payper, “Purpose” 
Tion Wayne & Russ Millions, “Body” — 
WINNER

Video of the year: 
Aitch, “Safe To Say” (Directed by KC 

Locke) 
AJ Tracey, “Little More Love” (Directed by 
KC Locke) 
Ghetts, “Skengman Mode” (ft. Stormzy) 
(Directed by Nathan James Tettey) 
Headie One, “Princess Cuts” (ft. Young T 
& Bugsey) (Directed by Capone) 
Little Simz, “Introvert” (Directed by Salo-
mon Ligthelm) 
Meekz, “Respect The Come Up” (Directed 
by KC Locke) 
Nines, “Clout” (Directed by Charlie Di 
Placido) 
Pa Salieu, “My Family” (ft. BackRoad Gee) 
(Directed by Femi Ladi) 
Tion Wayne & Russ Millions, “Body” (Di-
rected by Wowa) —WINNER 
slowthai, Skepta, “Cancelled” (Directed by 
THE REST) 

Mixtape of the year:
Abra Cadabra, Product of My Environ-

ment 
Central Cee, Wild West 
Chip, Snakes and Ladders 
Digga D, Made In The Pyrex 
Giggs, Now Or Never 
M Huncho & Nafe Smallz, DNA 
NSG, Roots 
Pa Salieu, Send Them To Coventry 
Potter Payper, Training Day 3 — WINNER 
Unknown T, Rise Above Hate 

Radio DJ of the year: 
Charlie Sloth — WINNER 

DJ Target 
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Dotty 
Henrie Kwushue 
Kenny Allstar 
Robert Bruce 
Reece Parkinson 
Snoochie Shy 
Tiffany Calver 
Yinka & Shayna Marie 

Producer of the year: 
169 

5ive Beatz 
Chris Rich 
Ghosty 
Gotcha 
Hargo 
M1OnTheBeat — WINNER 
P2J 
R14 
TSB 

Legacy award:
Heartless Crew – WINNER 

SpotemGottem 
Shot in Florida 
Drive-By: Report
BY DARLENE ADEROJU

S
potemGottem has reportedly been 
shot in Miami.

The 19-year-old Florida rapper, 
né Nehemiah Lamar Harden, has 

been hospitalized after he was a victim in 
a drive-by shooting Thursday morning, his 
lawyer confirmed to Complex. He was al-
legedly shot while “leaving the studio,” the 
outlet reports.

Reps for SpotemGottem did not imme-
diately respond to Billboard’s request for 
comment.

The shooting took place around 3 a.m. 
ET in Florida, TMZ reports. The vehicle in 
which Harden was seated was allegedly shot 
at least 22 times on the driver’s side, per the 
outlet. SpotemGottem was in the passen-
ger’s seat at the time of the shooting, his 
manager Dee Phatboy told TMZ.

SpotemGottem reportedly suffered 
gunshot wounds to both of his legs and is in 
stable condition at a Florida hospital. He is 

expected to make a full recovery, his man-
ager told TMZ.

Law enforcement is still searching for the 
shooter in the drive-by incident.

Harden was arrested for felony gun 
charges in Aventura, Fla., in July, after 
authorities reportedly found him lying in 
bed next to an AK-47. At the time, there was 
a warrant for his arrest in connection to an 
incident in Miami Beach, during which he 
allegedly pulled a gun on a parking garage 
attendant.

SpotemGottem released his fan-favorite 
track “Beat Box” last year. The track peaked 
at No. 12 on the Billboard Hot 100. 

Maurice Fayne  
of ‘Love &  
Hip-Hop: Atlanta’ 
Sentenced In 
Ponzi Scheme
BY BILLBOARD STAFF

A 
former cast member on the real-
ity television show Love & Hip 
Hop: Atlanta has been sentenced 
to more than 17 years in federal 

prison for conspiracy and wire fraud related 
to a Ponzi scheme and related charges 
involving a fraudulent Paycheck Protection 
Program loan application.

U.S. District Judge Mark H. Cohen sen-
tenced Maurice Fayne, also known as Arkan-
sas Mo, to 17 and a half years behind bars and 
five years of supervised release. Fayne, 38, of 
Dacula, Georgia, also was ordered to pay res-
titution of nearly $4.5 million to the victims.

Fayne pleaded guilty to the charges on 
May 11. Those also included charges of bank 
fraud and making false statements to a fi-
nancial institution involving a loan applica-
tion for the Paycheck Protection Program, 
or PPP.

“Fayne planned to use the PPP program as 
a cover for his long-running Ponzi scheme,” 
said Acting U.S. Attorney Kurt R. Erskine in 
a news release Wednesday. “The funds the 

program supplies serve as a lifeline to many 
businesses desperately trying to stay afloat 
during the pandemic, and unfortunately his 
fraud helped deplete those precious dollars.”

Erskine said from March 2013 through 
May 2020, Fayne ran a multistate Ponzi 
scheme that defrauded more than 20 people 
who invested in his trucking business. 
Instead of using investors’ money to oper-
ate the business, he used the funds to pay 
personal debts and expenses and to fund an 
extravagant lifestyle, Erskine said.

During the scheme, Fayne spent more 
than $5 million at a casino in Oklahoma, 
the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Northern 
District of Georgia said.

In April 2020, Fayne submitted a $3.7 
million loan application to United Commu-
nity Bank, falsely claiming that his trucking 
business had 107 employees and an average 
monthly payroll of $1.4 million.

Prosecutors said that instead of using the 
money to retain workers and other business 
expenses, Fayne used the loan to cover ex-
penses including $40,000 in past-due child 
support, $50,000 for restitution owed in a 
previous fraud case, $85,000 for custom-
made jewelry, $136,000 to lease a Rolls-
Royce and $907,000 to start a new business 
in Arkansas.

Fayne appeared on season 8 of VH1’s Love 
& Hip Hop: Atlanta as the love interest of 
longtime cast member Karlie Redd. 
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Halsey Talks 
Leading Fans on 
an AR Treasure 
Hunt Set to New 
Song ‘Darling’
BY HERAN MAMO

H
alsey has helped curate a first-
of-its-kind treasure hunt in the 
metaverse in partnership with 
Verizon and FriendsWithYou.

Starting Saturday, the Grammy-nom-
inated singer will launch the H1DD3N 
immersive installation, an ever-growing 
augmented-reality-powered treasure hunt 
that will admit fans who use their smart-
phones to scan QR codes on nearby signs in 
select Verizon 5G public spaces across New 
York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Miami and 
Seattle. Upon entry into the AR treasure 
hunt, fans will explore larger-than-life art 
pieces, listen to Halsey’s track “Darling” 
from their recent album If I Can’t Have 
Love, I Want Power, and potentially win the 
grand prize of Apple’s latest iPhone 13 Pro, 
which was revealed this week.

“I am so excited to be a part of this 
immersive AR experience with Veri-
zon. FriendsWithYou created this incredible 
art for the platform to showcase the power 
of 5G, and our fans can experience this 
art and my new track ‘Darling’ and poten-
tially win the newest Apple device,” Halsey 
exclusively tells Billboard. “When artists 
across numerous genres come together, the 
synergy can be so inspiring. I hope our fans 
enjoy what we’ve created with Verizon this 
upcoming weekend.”

For fans located outside the five cities, 
they can partake in the H1DD3N immersive 
treasure hunt online and create their own 
FriendsWithYou avatars.

“Darling” comes from Halsey’s most 
recent fourth studio album If I Can’t Have 
Love, I Want Power, which was released 
Aug. 27 via Capitol Records. Executive pro-
duced by Grammy and Oscar winners Trent 

Reznor and Atticus Ross, If I Can’t Have 
Love, I Want Power debuted at No. 1 on Bill-
board’s Top Album Sales, Alternative 
Albums and Vinyl Albums charts. The set 
peaked at No. 2 on the all-genre Billboard 
200 tally. Although “Darling” has not been 
released as a single, Halsey believes the 
song’s gentle nature encompasses the art-
ist’s latest H1DD3N experience.

“My song ‘Darling’ is much softer and 
sweeter than the rest of the album,” she 
explains. “’Darling’ is set to just acoustic 
guitar, whereas much of the album features 
industrial drums and ‘bigger’ sounds and 
instruments, so as soon as I saw the first 
renderings of the characters FriendsWith-
You was creating, and how adorable they 
were, I knew ‘Darling’ would be the perfect 
song to exist in that world with them.”

“Adorable” isn’t the word Halsey would 
typically use to describe their art. In the 
spring, the Badlands singer transformed her 
sleep-paralysis-induced nightmares into an 
original “People Disappear Here” NFT 
art series. To go along with the release of 
her latest album in August, Halsey wrote 
an hourlong If I Can’t Have Love I Want 
Power IMAX film experience, which was 
directed by Colin Tilley and unpacks “the 
lifelong social labyrinth of sexuality and 
birth,” according to the trailer. The album 
artwork, which Halsey first unveiled at The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, 
also depicts the tension of the Madonna-
whore psychological complex of how wom-
en are perceived as either motherly figures 
whose bodies are vessels for childbearing or 
sexual beings. The pop superstar explained 
on Instagram how they believe both ideas 
“can co-exist peacefully and powerfully.”

“I’ve always had huge artistic ambitions,” 
says Halsey. “I still feel like some of the vid-
eo and photo concepts I come up with now 
actually originated in my bedroom when I 
was 17. The difference is that now, I have the 
means to make my wildest creative dreams 
come true. I am so unbelievably grateful ev-
eryday to have reached the position in my 
career where I can have a huge idea and pull 
it off the way I want to.” 

Inside The 
Growing Trend of 
Latin EDM Hits
BY GRISELDA FLORES

W
hen Farruko was working 
on what would be his next 
single, “Pepas,” in April, 
he started off with a song 

in guaracha — a genre known for its rapid 
tempo that originated in Cuba — powered by 
a reggaetón beat. Once he sped up the BPM, 
a rave-ready anthem was created.

“It was strange because it’s not really an 
EDM song, but it has that same structure,” 
says the Puerto Rican artist. “I wanted 
to evolve, reach a fan base that was more 
Anglo and replicate that energy that only 
EDM music can have at shows.” Released in 
June, the track scored Farruko his first No. 1 
on Billboard’s Hot Latin Songs chart (dated 
Aug. 28) and has reached an average of 
4 million daily streams on Spotify, according 
to the platform.

It’s not the first time that EDM and reg-
gaetón have fused: Steve Aoki was among 
the first dance acts to tap into Latin rhyth-
mic with “Azukita,” a 2018 collaboration 
with Daddy Yankee, Elvis Crespo and Play-
N-Skillz. “Reggaetón is mostly electronic 
productions and heavily driven by the youth 
culture — there’s definitely an organic syn-
ergy there,” says Aoki. The veteran producer 
adds that there’s a long history of Latin 
rhythmic music influencing the mainstream: 
“[Now, it’s] playing a big role in revitalizing 
some of the subgenres in EDM.”

In recent months, more and more A-list 
Latin artists have started dabbling in the 
genre and have found immediate success. 
Bad Bunny and Jhay Cortez released the 
futuristic synth-pop banger “Dákiti,” which 
made Billboard history in November by be-
coming the first Latin hit to simultaneously 
crown the Billboard Global 200 and Bill-
board Global Excl. U.S. charts. Earlier this 
year, J Balvin and Skrillex teamed up for 
the 1990s dance hit-interpolated “In Da 
Getto,” which arrived at No. 7 on Hot Latin 

IN BRIEF

https://www.billboard.com/author/heran-mamo
https://www.billboard.com/music/halsey
https://www.billboard.com/music/halsey
https://www.verizon.com/hidden-13/at-home/
https://www.billboard.com/music/trent-reznor
https://www.billboard.com/music/trent-reznor
https://www.billboard.com/music/atticus-ross
https://www.billboard.com/charts/top-album-sales
https://www.billboard.com/charts/alternative-albums
https://www.billboard.com/charts/alternative-albums
https://www.billboard.com/charts/vinyl-albums
https://www.billboard.com/charts/billboard-200
https://www.billboard.com/charts/billboard-200
https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/9539880/halsey-nft-series-people-disappear-here
https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/9539880/halsey-nft-series-people-disappear-here
https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/rock/9620521/halsey-if-i-cant-have-love-i-want-power-imax-review
https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/rock/9620521/halsey-if-i-cant-have-love-i-want-power-imax-review
https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/9597660/halsey-if-i-cant-have-love-i-want-power-album-artwork-release-date
https://www.instagram.com/p/CRCFhAHt6J6/
https://www.billboard.com/author/griselda-flores
https://www.billboard.com/music/farruko
https://billboard.com/charts/latin-songs
https://www.billboard.com/music/steve-aoki
https://www.billboard.com/charts/billboard-global-200
https://www.billboard.com/charts/billboard-global-excl-us
https://www.billboard.com/charts/billboard-global-excl-us


 Page 22 of 26

Songs (dated July 17), and in August, Tiësto 
tapped Karol G for “Don’t Be Shy,” Karol’s 
first-ever English-language song and the 
Dutch DJ-producer’s first time working 
with a Latin act.

“Given the star power of the artists that 
are collaborating and the global nature of 
dance music and Latin music, it automati-
cally has that big reach,” says Monica Her-
rera Damashek, head of U.S. Latin artist and 
label partnerships at Spotify. “It works well 
because reggaetón at its core is about move-
ment, dance, celebration and a release of en-
ergy, and dance music is obviously the same. 
This level of experimentation indicates that 
there’s some longevity beyond a trend that 
superstars are embracing right now.”

This story originally ran in the Sept. 18, 
2021, issue of Billboard. 

Standout ‘X 
Factor’ Singer 
Freddie Combs 
Dies at 49
BY STARR BOWENBANK

F
reddie Combs — a minister and 
season 2 contestant on The X 
Factor USA — died last week, ac-
cording to a Cocoa, Fla., funeral 

home. He was 49 at the time of his death on 
Sept. 10.

The minister made his debut on the show 
in 2012 while judges Simon Cowell, Britney 
Spears, Demi Lovato and L.A. Reid held 
auditions at the Greensboro Coliseum in 
North Carolina. Combs sang Bette Midler’s 
1988 song “Wind Beneath My Wings” from 
a wheelchair. His performance of the track 
earned him four yeses from the panel.

Ahead of his audition, Combs told his 
backstory and revealed that he nearly died 
in 2009. He also explained his weight-loss 
journey, which saw him lose 400 pounds. 
“My wife Kay, she’s an incredible woman. 
She started caring for me right after we 
were married in ’96, and as my weight rose, 
more things were required of her. She’s the 

closest thing to an angel and a saint that I 
know,” Combs said.

“When I was bedridden and never came 
out of the house, my music was never 
heard,” he said. “My biggest dream would 
be to give hope to people who are my size so 
they can achieve their dreams. And I know 
people might think I would never have a 
chance, and maybe I don’t, but I hope the 
judges will look past my exterior and give a 
fat boy a chance.”

After Combs’ performance, both Cowell 
and Reid told him they would continue to 
support him along his weight-loss journey, 
with Cowell challenging him to stand up the 
next time he performed on the show.

TMZ reports that Combs died of kidney 
failure.

Revisit Combs’ performance on The X 
Factor below. 

Usim E. Mang 
Retains the  
Top Spot on the 
Billboard Song 
Breaker Chart
BY T.M. BROWN

B
illboard worked in partnership 
with Logitech for Creators to 
bring the Song Breaker chart 
and associated features like this 

story to life.
TikTok creator Usim E. Mang (@usim-

mango) keeps his spot at the top of the 
Billboard Song Breaker Chart thanks to his 
massively viral trend using Stromae’s track 
“Alors en Danse.” The Song Breaker Chart 
is a new music industry standard ranking of 
creators who are driving music consumption 
through content creation. The Song Breaker 
Chart was created by Billboard and Logitech 
For Creators, a brand extension of Logitech 
that helps all creators pursue their passions, 
to recognize the role of creators in helping 
songs break into the coveted Billboard charts 
through memes and dance challenges origi-

nated or amplified on social media.
Joining Mang on the chart is Max Taylor 

(@maxtaylorlifts) at No. 2, an Originator 
who used the hit song “STAY” by the The 
Kid LAROI featuring Justin Bieber — along 
with his curly red locks and biceps — to cre-
ate his irreverently hilarious TikToks. Com-
ing in at No. 3 is another Originator in Tai 
Verdes (@taiverdes) with his hit song “A-
O-K.” The LA-based artist isn’t a stranger 
to viral popularity — his 2020 song “Stuck 
in the Middle” has soundtracked 3.3 million 
videos on TikTok — but Verdes’ hustle and 
immaculate songwriting show that he has 
staying power.

“Any accomplishment I get to achieve 
through music is a cherry on top, so being a 
part of this new chart is dope,” Verdes told 
Billboard. “I think any new way of connect-
ing to music is the future... Artistry is all 
about finding a way to make your project fit 
into these new mediums where people are 
collecting and sharing ideas.”

Walker Hayes (@walkerhayesofficial) 
moves up one position from last month 
to No. 4 on the Song Breaker Chart as an 
Originator with “Fancy Like,” a viral trend 
that began with the country artist doing 
a choreographed dance with his teenage 
daughter and grew into a worldwide phe-
nomenon. The 41-year-old Hayes has been 
on the Billboard charts before, but “Fancy 
Like” rocketed Hayes to new heights as he 
reached No. 1 on the Hot Country Songs 
chart in July and broke into the top 20 of the 
Hot 100.

Rounding out the Top 5 on the Song 
Breaker Chart is Scot Hubbard (@scotty-
hubs), an Amplifier who used his platform 
to highlight Quvenzhané’s Wallis’ rendition 
of “Opportunity” from the 2014 film Annie. 
Hubbard’s secret weapon is his pet chihua-
hua who had a starring role in launching 
the trend that had everyone from Camila 
Cabello to Jason Derulo taking advantage of 
their “opportunities.”

A pair of household influencer names 
also make their Billboard chart debut: JoJo 
Siwa (@itsjojosiwa) and Addison Rae (@ad-
disonre) come in as Amplifiers at No. 6 and 
No. 7 respectively, and both have used their 
massive platforms to highlight the music 
that drives their creativity. Siwa’s infec-
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tious energy and hand choreography took a 
Q&A trend using Hoáng Read’s track “The 
Magic Bomb” global, with everyone from 
Meghan Trainor to U.S. Olympic Fencer 
Monica Aksamit answers questions backed 
by Hoáng’s pulsating beat.

“This is something that I’ve been working 
towards for years, so to think that finally the 
moment is here is just so amazing,” Siwa told 
Billboard. “Music is something that I need in 
my life every day. I think whenever I create 
anything it’s a matter of what I’m singing in 
my head! There is always a song on repeat in 
my head, then I use that in my content.”

Amplifier Rae’s influence as a trendset-
ter is once again on display as she gave the 
“Need to Know” challenge a boost using her 
massive platform — a trend launched by No. 
9 on the Song Breaker Chart, Tracy Joseph 
(@tracy.oj). Joseph used the hit from Doja 
Cat to inspire her crisp choreography, and 
the trend was eventually picked up by some 
of the most popular creators on TikTok.

Other notable new faces on this month’s 
Song Breaker chart include No. 13 ICONA’s 
(@iconaklast) uncanny cosplay as Reba 
McEntire which launched a trend that saw 
creators from around the globe celebrating 
the smallest of victories using the country 
icon’s “I’m a Survivor” as a soundtrack, as 
well as an Amplifier in Maddie Ziegler at No. 
17, who used her influential platform to boost 
the #euphoriavibes challenge with Labrinth’s 
track “Formula,” where creators mimic the 
aesthetics of the hit HBO show “Euphoria.”

At No. 20 are indie rockers and Amplifiers 
Glass Animals (@glassanimalsofficial), who 
make it onto the Song Breaker Chart thanks 
to their hit song “Heat Waves” soundtrack-
ing the “#AllIThinkAboutIsYou” challenge. 
The English band are no strangers to the 
Billboard charts, but this is the first time 
they’ll be included in a ranking that measures 
their impact on a groundbreaking new way of 
discovering and engaging with music.

“These platforms can level the playing 
field a bit,” says Glass Animals’ Dave Bayley. 
“They allow anyone to make a piece of art 
and publish it and put it out there into the 
world. And at the same time, older songs 
that never had the life they deserved for one 
reason or another are being rediscovered. 
It’s very exciting.”

The Billboard Song Breaker Chart will 
drop on the second Tuesday of each month, 
with the inaugural ranking releasing today. 
The chart ranks the top creators on social 
media platforms including TikTok and You-
Tube, who amplify music and music-based 
trends that often result in their success on 
charts such as the Billboard Hot 100. From 
dance challenges that help songs go viral to 
funny videos that introduce new audiences 
to the classics, creators are changing the 
way we listen to music. Monthly rankings 
are created using a blend of engagement and 
view data from these platforms provided by 
analytics partner Shareable.

Check out the latest Logitech and 
Billboard Song Breaker Chart here: www.
billboard.com/charts/song-breaker 

The Marías Score 
First Billboard No. 
1 With ‘Hush’: ‘It’s 
a Song About Not 
Paying Attention 
to the Haters’
BY XANDER ZELLNER

T
he Marías are officially Bill-
board chart-toppers, as the group’s 
breakthrough single “Hush” hits 
No. 1 on the Adult Alternative 

Airplay tally dated Sept. 18.
The song, released on Nice Life/Atlantic 

Records, reaches the summit with a 7% 
gain in weekly plays at the radio format 
in the week ending Sept. 12, according to 
MRC Data.

The band, named after lead singer María 
Zardoya, reigns with its first entry on a 
U.S. Billboard chart.

“The fact that this lil’ song we wrote and 
recorded in our apartment is now No. 1 on 
a Billboard chart is crazy to us,” the group 
told Billboard in a statement. “We never 
imagined that would happen. It’s a song 
about not paying attention to the haters, 

and it’s wholesome that people ended up 
loving it.”

“Hush” appears on The Marías’ LP Cin-
ema, which reached No. 22 on Alternative 
Albums and No. 176 on the Billboard 200 in 
July, marking their first charted album.

The Marías are the first act to top Adult 
Alternative Airplay in a first chart entry 
since Bakar with “Hell N Back” for two 
weeks in July 2020. The British singer-
songwriter led with his second entry, too, 
“1st Time,” for three weeks this January and 
February.

Here’s a look at the 10 songs to hit to No. 
1 on Adult Alternative Airplay in 2021, so 
far, and the total number of leaders for each 
act, as The Marías, on their first try, join the 
company of acts previously established at 
the format:

Artist, Title, Peak Date (total No. 1s at the 
format) 
Bakar, “1st Time,” Jan. 30 (second No. 1) 
Kings of Leon, “The Bandit,” Feb. 20 (fourth 
No. 1) 
Weezer, “All My Favorite Songs,” April 3, 
(first No. 1; after appearing on the chart 
since 2001) 
Lord Huron, “Not Dead Yet,” April 24, (first 
No. 1; after appearing on the chart since 
2015) 
The Black Keys, “Crawling Kingsnake,” May 
29 (sixth No. 1) 
Modest Mouse, “We Are Between,” June 19 
(second No. 1) 
Lorde, “Solar Power,” Aug. 7 (third No. 1) 
John Mayer, “Last Train Home,” Aug. 21 
(seventh No. 1) 
Vance Joy, “Missing Piece,” Sept. 4 (third 
No. 1) 
The Marías, “Hush,” Sept. 18 (first No. 1)

“Hush” concurrently ranks at No. 37 on 
the all-rock-format, audience-based Rock 
& Alternative Airplay chart (1.1 million in 
reach), after reaching No. 26 in July, and No. 
38 on Alternative Airplay, after hitting No. 
33 two weeks ago. 
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ABBA’s ‘Gold’ 
Returns to Top 40 
on Billboard 200, 
New Singles Make 
Chart Debuts
BY KEITH CAULFIELD  
AND GARY TRUST

A
BBA is back in the top 40 of 
the Billboard 200 albums 
chart for the first time in 
over three years, as the Swed-

ish pop pioneers’ Gold: Greatest Hits surges 
from No. 114 to No. 34 on the Sept. 18-dat-
ed survey.

The set vaults following the release of 
two new singles from the quartet on Sept. 2, 
the announcement of a forthcoming studio 
album – Voyage, its first in 40 years, due 
Nov. 5 – and a series of concerts in 2022. 

Gold earned 15,000 equivalent album 
units in the U.S. in the week ending Sept. 
9, up 61%, according to MRC Data. Of that 
sum, album sales comprise 5,000, also en-
abling the set’s 33-11 jump on the Top 
Album Sales chart. 

Gold was last in the top 40 of the Billboard 
200 on the chart dated Aug. 11, 2018, when 
the set ranked at No. 40. It was last high-
er than on the latest list just one week earlier, 
when it placed at No. 25, its peak. Gold was 
released in 1993 in the U.S. and has spent 
186 weeks on the chart in total. 

On Catalog Albums, Gold rallies from 
No. 30 to No. 3. (The Catalog Albums chart 
ranks the most popular older albums of the 
week, generally defined as those at least 
18-months old and no longer within the top 
100 of the Billboard 200 chart.) 

ABBA Goes Global: ABBA’s two new 
songs previewing Voyage, “Don’t Shut Me 
Down” and “I Still Have Faith in You,” both 
bound onto the Billboard Global Excl. 
U.S. chart in the top 40: “Shut” at No. 26 
and “Faith” at No. 37. The former starts with 
13.9 million streams and 23,900 sold outside 
the U.S. in the week ending Sept. 9, while 

the latter opens with 14.1 million streams 
and 20,300 sold.

On the Billboard Global 200, “Shut” be-
gins at No. 54 (15.4 million streams; 26,900 
sold worldwide) and “Faith” enters at No. 62 
(15.7 million streams; 22,600 sold).

Meanwhile, Back on the U.S. Charts: On 
the U.S. based Digital Song Sales chart, AB-
BA’s 1977 Billboard Hot 100 No. 1 “Dancing 
Queen” is the group’s top seller, re-entering 
at No. 19, a new best, with a 314% surge to 
3,900 sold. “Shut” starts at No. 32 (3,000).

“We took a break in the spring of 1982 and 
now we’ve decided it’s time to end it,” ABBA 
said in a statement released Sept. 2. The 
group will return to live performances with 
its residency, ABBA Voyage, set to begin 
May 27, 2022, in London, in which the act’s 
members will be depicted as avatars (aka, 
“ABBAtars”), circa 1979. 

Billie Eilish, 
Finneas, Maroon 
5, Brittany 
Howard & More 
Push Congress to 
Act on Climate 
Change Bill
BY HERAN MAMO

B
illie Eilish, Finneas, Maroon 
5, Brittany Howard and more 
artists are banding together 
to push Congress to support 

President Biden’s “Build Back Better” bill in 
support of strong climate provisions.

On Wednesday, the stars will enable their 
millions of fans to take action by launching 
a massive social media campaign by posting 
images of a large red exclamation point, 
alternating with scenes of extreme weather 
conditions, while using the hashtags #Co-
deRedClimate and #CodeRedCongress. The 
campaign will include a link to a page where 
fans can email their local representatives 

and push support for the largest climate 
protection bill in American history. During 
the week of Sept. 27, Congress will vote on 
the bill that outlines how to get the country 
to 80% pollution-free electricity by 2030; 
provide tax incentives for solar, wind, ener-
gy-efficiency, electric cars, charging stations, 
and more; and cut subsidies for fossil fuels.

The “Build Back Better” bill also plans to 
drive major investment into communities 
disproportionately hit by environmental 
injustice.

Other artists and actors participating 
in the #CodeRedClimate campaign in-
clude: Jon Batiste, Public Enemy’s Chuck 
D, Dave Matthews Band, Alec Benjamin, 
Melissa Etheridge, Kurtis Blow, Dead & 
Company, Leonardo DiCaprio, Jane Fonda, 
Mark Ruffalo, Damian and Stephen Marley, 
GROUPLOVE, Huey Lewis and The News, 
among many others.

Additionally, the National Independent 
Talent Organization (NITO) is reaching out 
to its members to participate.

If the “Build Back Better” bill passes, 
President Biden can enter global climate 
negotiations on Nov. 1 with America setting 
out to cut climate pollution 100% by 2050 
and encouraging other major nations to act 
accordingly.

Musician Annie Farman, Superfly and 
Bonnaroo/Outside Lands festivals co-found-
er Rick Farman, Adam Gardner and Tanner 
Watt of the environmental music nonprofit 
REVERB, and Global Citizen are also among 
those organizing the #CodeRed campaign. 
Global Citizen’s 24-hour series of con-
certs on Sept. 25 will also shine a spotlight 
on the initiative. 
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The Kid Laroi and 
Justin Bieber’s 
‘Stay’ Enters  
10th Week at  
No. 1 In Australia
BY LARS BRANDLE

T
he Kid Laroi and Justin 
Bieber extend their stay at the 
penthouse of Australia’s singles 
chart, reaching a new landmark in 

the process.
“Stay” (Columbia/Sony) enters a tenth 

week at No. 1 on the ARIA Singles Chart, 
positioning the track as outright second in 
the all-time list of most weeks at the top by 
an Aussie artist.

There’s a long way to go for “Stay” 
to catch the leader. The record belongs 
to Tones And I’s “Dance Monkey,” which 
logged 24 non-consecutive weeks at the 
top following its release in May 2019.

The highest debut on the current frame 
belongs to Ed Sheeran, as “Shiver” (War-
ner) shakes into the chart at No. 5, for the 
Brit’s 23rd Top 10 single in these parts. 
“Shiver” will appear alongside former No. 
1 “Bad Habits” on Sheeran’s new album = 
(equals), due out Oct. 29.

The Anxiety, the U.S. pairing of Willow 
Smith and Tyler Cole, make their first im-
pression on the ARIA Chart with “Meet Me 
At Our Spot” (Universal), new at No. 27.

Just one place behind, at No. 28, is Tai 
Verdes’ “A-O-K” (Sony/Orchard), for the 
singer and songwriter’s first appearance in 
the Top 50. Verdes’ career in music took off 
when “Stuck In The Middle” went viral on 
TikTok last year.

Finally, The Voice Australia winner Bella 
Taylor Smith cracks the chart at her first 
attempt with “Higher” (EMI), new at No. 31. 
The last time a Voice winner’s single entered 
the chart was Judah Kelly’s “Count On Me,” 
which went in at No. 17 back in July 2019.

Over on the ARIA Albums 
Chart, Drake keeps his crown for a second 

week with Certified Lover Boy (Universal), 
while Melbourne punk rockers Amyl and 
The Sniffers bag a career high with Comfort 
For Me (Virgin/Universal), new at No. 2.

Led by Amy Taylor, the ARIA and A2IM 
Libera Awards-winners rule the ARIA 
Vinyl Albums Chart with Comfort For Me, 
their second LP. 

KAT-TUN Debuts 
Atop Japan Hot 
100 as The Kid 
LAROI & Justin 
Bieber Break In to 
Top 10
BY BILLBOARD JAPAN

K
AT-TUN blasts into No. 1 on this 
week’s Billboard Japan Hot 
100, dated Sept. 6 to 12, with 
their new single featuring rap-

per AK-69 called “We Just Go Hard.”
The 29th single by the veteran Johnny’s 

boy band is currently being aired as the 
theme song of two sports-related programs 
on Japanese TV: Nippon Television’s Going! 
Sports & News, in which member Kazuya 
Kamenashi is featured as a caster and 
reporter, and the network’s live coverage of 
baseball games.

“We Just Go Hard” sold 134,842 copies 
in its first week to hit No. 1 for sales and 
also ruled look-ups. The single performed 
relatively well in the digital metrics of the 
chart’s methodology as well, coming in at 
No. 6 for downloads, No. 3 for Twitter men-
tions, and No. 15 for radio airplay. While it 
managed to snag the top spot this week, the 
difference between the song at No. 2, “But-
ter” by BTS (which rises again from No. 3) 
was only 2,000 points, so KAT-TUN won a 
close race.

The Kid LAROI and Justin Bieber’s 
“Stay” breaks into the top 10 this week after 
it debuted on the Japan Hot 100 nine weeks 
ago. The collaborative single between the 

breakout Australian rapper and Canadian 
superstar is the first Western pop single to 
hit the top 10 since Lady Gaga and Ariana 
Grande’s “Rain On Me,” which peaked at No. 
8 on the chart dated June 3, 2020.

The Billboard Japan Hot 100 combines 
physical and digital sales, audio streams, 
radio airplay, Twitter mentions, YouTube 
and GYAO! video views, Gracenote look-ups 
and karaoke data.

See the full Billboard Japan Hot 100 chart, 
dated Sept. 6 to 12, here. 

Met Opera to 
Stage Anthony 
Davis’ ‘X: The  
Life and Times  
of Malcolm X’  
in 2023
BY ASSOCIATED PRESS

T
he Metropolitan Opera will pres-
ent its second work by a Black 
composer, Anthony Davis’ X: The 
Life and Times of Malcolm X, just 

two years after its first. The company said 
Thursday (Sept. 16) that X will open on Nov. 
3, 2023, in a staging by Robert O’Hara that 
will be conducted by Kazem Abdullah.

Baritone Will Liverman will sing the title 
role and soprano Leah Hawkins will sing 
in the staging, a co-production of the Met, 
Michigan, Opera Omaha and the Seattle 
Opera. The production will first be seen at 
Detroit’s Michigan Opera Theater next May 
14 and travel to Omaha that October. The 
Met opens its 2021-22 season on Sept. 27 
with Terence Blanchard’s Fire Shut Up in 
My Bones, ending an 18-month gap in staged 
performances due to the pandemic.

X had its world premiere at New York 
City Opera in 1986. Davis, winner of the 
2020 Pulitzer Prize for Music for The Cen-
tral Park Five, will rewrite X to have one in-
termission instead of two. The Met recently 
made its eagerly anticipated return after an 
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18-month pandemic shutdown, with the ex-
cited audience of 3,600 offering up a pair of 
standing ovations before the first note was 
played, first when the chorus filed in and 
then when concertmaster Benjamin Bow-
man walked on to tune up the orchestra.

Then, 90 minutes later, when conductor 
Yannick Nézet-Séguin relaxed his arms, the 
audience responded with 8 1/2 minutes of 
thunderous applause, bringing wide smiles 
and hints of tears to the 200-plus perform-
ers on stage. The pandemic caused the Met 
to cancel more than 275 performances, 
including its entire 2020-21 season, plus an 
international tour. The gap was the longest 
since the company began in 1883. 
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