
Motown Records chairwoman and CEO Ethiopia 
Habtemariam is stepping down from her position 
“to pursue new endeavors,” the label and parent 
company Universal Music Group (UMG) announced 
Tuesday (Nov. 29). A successor will be announced at 
a later date.

In a statement, Habtemariam said, “It has been 
the greatest honor to work with some of the most 
incredible artists, songwriters and partners in the 
world. I have always had a clear vision for the talent 
that I’ve had the privilege to work with, which has 
led Motown to global success and returned the label 
to the forefront of contemporary culture. I would 
not have been able to make that vision come to life 
without the support of my amazing team at Motown, 
my UMG colleagues around the world, and Sir Lucian. 
I am incredibly proud of what we have created during 
my tenure, and I consider this the perfect finale to my 
20 years at UMG spanning publishing and recorded 
music.”

UMG chairman and CEO Lucian Grainge added, 
“Under Ethiopia’s leadership, Motown has seen strong 
growth, continuing its legacy of bringing important 
new voices to modern culture. Not only has Ethiopia 

been instrumental in developing and breaking incred-
ible artists, but also she has strategically identified 
and amplified key partnerships that have been, and 
will continue to be, cornerstones of the UMG creative 
ecosystem. While I will miss working with Ethiopia, I 
know she will achieve great things going forward and 
she leaves with our enduring love and respect.”

Habtemariam was elevated to Motown chair-
man and CEO in March 2021 following six years as 
president, making her just the third woman and only 
the second woman of color ever to hold that title at 
a major label. During her tenure, she orchestrated 
creative and entrepreneurial ventures with partners 
including a 2015 deal with Quality Control Music, 
under which Motown helped shepherd the careers 
of QC artists including Migos, City Girls, Lil Yachty, 
Layton Greene and Lil Baby.

At the time of her hire as chairwoman and CEO, 
Habtemariam noted Motown would move forward 
as a standalone label with some shared services, 
spinning out from under the Capitol Music Group 
umbrella. Since that time, the label has put out music 
from Migos, Lil Baby, Lil Durk, Vince Staples, Tiwa 
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Savage, Ne-Yo and Kem, among others. 
In addition to the Quality Control partner-
ship, under Habtemariam’s leadership 
Motown has also signed joint venture deals 
with YoungBoy Never Broke Again and 
his label; singer and rapper Smino, in 
partnership with his Zero Fatigue and 
EQT (Equative Thinking) labels; and Sean 
“Diddy” Combs and his label Love Records.

Before joining Motown in the dual role of 
label president and executive vp of Capi-
tol Music Group, Habtemariam worked at 
Universal Music Publishing Group for more 
than a decade, rising from creative manager 
to president of urban music & co-head of 
creative.

In an internal note sent to her team fol-
lowing the announcement, Habtemariam 
paid tribute to her Motown colleagues while 
noting her nearly 20-year run with UMG. 
During her tenure at the publishing division, 
she built a team that signed and developed 
songwriters including Cardo, Child-
ish Gambino, Chris Brown, Ciara, Big 
Sean, Hit-Boy, J. Cole, Jhene Aiko, Justin 
Bieber, Miguel, Stacy Barthe and Quavo.

Habtemariam also emphasized her 
dedication “to bringing a renewed vision of 
Black excellence to Motown – rooted in the 
past but connected to today, global in nature 
and a platform for the future.”

“The business has changed so much over 
those twenty years but throughout its ups 
and downs, I’ve always felt blessed to have 

the opportunity to work in so many aspects 
of the industry,” she continued. “My hunger 
to learn and continue to evolve led me to 
the unique experience of working across 
publishing and recorded music simultane-
ously. The fact that I was empowered to 
this unique position reflects my passion for 
supporting those that are blessed with the 
gift of music but also speaks to the incred-
ible opportunities I was offered here and for 
that I want to thank Lucian who recognized 
my talent as a creative in publishing and 
gave me the opportunity to lead at a label as 
well.”

Habtemariam started her career in 1994 
at age 14 as an intern at L.A. Reid‘s LaFace 
Records, where she worked for four years 
before moving to Universal Music Group. 
She has been named to numerous Bill-
board lists, including the 2022 Power List in 
January. In September, she was honored 
with The Clarence Avant Trailblazer 
Award at the first annual BMAC Music in 
Action Awards.

You can read Habtermariam’s full note to 
her team below.

Team:
Some of you may or may not know that the 

top of 2023 marks my 20th year at Universal 
Music Group. And, after two amazing de-
cades, I’ve made the incredibly hard decision 
to leave for my next adventure. I’ll address 
my future plans soon, but today is all about 
Motown, UMG and you.

First and foremost, to the Motown team, 
your commitment to our artists, the legacy 
of this label, and the community at large is 
not lost on me. It’s been a privilege and honor 
to work with each and every one of you and 
I’m so excited to see how you continue to 
move Motown forward. Over 60 years ago, 
Mr. Gordy forged a core for this company – 
one that respects and celebrates artistry and 
strongly supports creative entrepreneurship 
– and this continues to live on thanks to all of 
you. I couldn’t be prouder of what we’ve built. 

When I think of my time at UMG, it occurs 
to me that my career really started at this 
company. I was a creative manager at UMPG 
20 years ago, then by 2010 worked as an 
A&R consultant and manager while building 
a creative team at UMPG that signed and 
developed some amazing songwriters such 
as Cardo, Childish Gambino, Chris Brown, 
Ciara, Big Sean, Hit Boy, J Cole, Jhene Aiko, 
Justin Bieber, Miguel, Stacy Barthe and 
Quavo among many others. In 2014, I was 
promoted to the position of President of 
Urban & Co-Head of Creative at UMPG and 
appointed to President of Motown Records. 

It was a busy time being in dual roles and 
laying the foundation for what was to come in 
an industry with an ever-changing landscape. 
While continuing to build at UMPG, I was 
also deeply dedicated to bringing a renewed 
vision of Black excellence to Motown – rooted 
in the past but connected to today, global in 
nature and a platform for the future. In 2015, 
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we signed a landmark deal for Motown with 
Quality Control which included a distribution 
agreement ensuring support in developing the 
next generation of global superstars. By 2016, 
as that strategy brought Motown success with 
new groundbreaking artists, Motown became 
my sole focus as we continued to grow the 
company with artists including BJ the Chi-
cago Kid, Brandy, Kem, Diddy, Erykah Badu, 
Lil Baby, Lil Yachty, Migos, Sebastian Kole, 
Smino, Tiana MAJOR9, YoungBoy and Vince 
Staples among others. 

The business has changed so much over 
those twenty years but throughout its ups and 
downs, I’ve always felt blessed to have the 
opportunity to work in so many aspects of the 
industry. My hunger to learn and continue 
to evolve led me to the unique experience 
of working across publishing and recorded 
music simultaneously. The fact that I was 
empowered to this unique position reflects 
my passion for supporting those that are 
blessed with the gift of music but also speaks 
to the incredible opportunities I was offered 
here and for that I want to thank Lucian who 
recognized my talent as a creative in publish-
ing and gave me the opportunity to lead at a 
label as well. 

But one thing that has never changed is the 
love I have for music—and the artists, song-
writers and producers that make such incred-
ible art. That continues to drive everything I 
do professionally, and it always will. 

This is an exciting time in music and I look 
forward to exploring new creative and entre-
preneurial opportunities. I will share more 
about my future plans but for now I want to 
focus on winding down my role as we get to 
the end of the year.

Thank you for this incredible journey. 
Know that I will always be here to support 
you all. 

With love, gratitude and respect,
Ethiopia 

Ronky Tonk: 
Country’s New 
Musical Explosion 
Is ‘Not the Typical 
Dirt Roads and 
Tailgate’
BY MELINDA NEWMAN,  
JESSICA NICHOLSON

I
n 1989, country radio — and the genre 
in general — experienced a seismic 
shift when Garth Brooks, Alan Jack-
son, Travis Tritt and Clint Black all 

released their debut albums in the same 
year.

Referred to collectively and reverentially 
as “The Class of ’89,” the movement brought 
a sea change to country music, ushering in 
an era of unprecedented growth and popu-
larity.

Now a new crop of male artists is taking 
the charts by storm, leading industry execu-
tives to believe another watershed moment 
could be happening at country.

In a rare move, six artists all have their 
first singles sent to country radio in the 
top 35 of Billboard’s Country Airplay chart 
dated Dec. 3: Jackson Dean, “Don’t Come 
Lookin’” (No. 3), Bailey Zimmerman, “Fall 
in Love” (5), Jelly Roll, “Son of a Sinner” 
(8), Nate Smith, “Whiskey on You” (12), Co-
rey Kent, “Wild as Her” (26) and Zach 
Bryan, “Something in the Orange” (33).

“It’s a paradigm shift we see in the format 
every now and then when there’s a crop of 
new artists that come in, push their way 
onto the chart and you can’t ignore it any-
more,” says Tim Roberts, country format 
vp/brand manager for the Audacy radio 
chain.

“It feels unprecedented,” says Sony Music 
Nashville chairman/CEO Randy Goodman, 
whose roster includes Smith and Kent.

Preceded by acts like HARDY, who 
straddles country and rock, these artists 
are not only storming the airwaves, they’re 

setting records. Two years ago Zimmerman 
was building gas pipelines and posting origi-
nal songs to social media. Shortly thereafter, 
Elektra’s senior vp of A&R/head of research 
and analytics Jacob Fain noticed “a quick 
moment” was happening on TikTok and 
helped sign him. In September, the 22-year 
old made history on Billboard’s Hot Country 
Songs chart when he became the first act 
to place three career-opening entries in the 
tally’s top 10 simultaneously since October 
1958, when it became an all-encompassing 
genre ranking. (The chart now measures 
streaming, airplay and sales.)

A decade after bro-country hit radio 
airwaves, the new era of ronky tonk feels 
more like woe-country — that feel-good 
sound’s antithesis. Instead of uptempo beats 
and lyrics about a care-free lifestyle filled 
with girls, trucks and beer, these songs 
often display a rawer rock production with 
a brooding vocal delivery. Alcohol is used 
to drown one’s sorrows rather than for cel-
ebration. Troubles, they’ve got them — often 
with a side of heartache and a past they 
can’t escape.

“Nate’s very open with his lyrics about 
heartbreak and Bailey’s just 22, but he’s got 
his heart broken many times and both guys 
and girls are really connecting to the lyrics 
and music,” says Simon Tikhman, CEO and 
co-founder at Core Entertainment, who co-
manages Smith with Kevin “Chief” Zaruk. 
The pair also co-manage Zimmerman with 
10th Street Entertainment’s Chris Nilsson 
and Scott Frazier.

Warner Music Nashville co-presi-
dent Cris Lacy, who works with Zimmer-
man (in partnership with Elektra) and 
Bryan (who’s signed to Warner Records 
with assistance from WMN) credits the 
acts’ authenticity for their success. “A lot of 
artists that come to town work into a system 
full of brilliant songwriters, musicians and 
artists, and it’s intimidating. Sometimes 
you shrink before you expand,” she says. 
“They came to town with the stories that 
built them – Zach with his military career 
and Bailey working on pipelines – and put 
the music out. It really wasn’t subject to any 
scrutiny or any rewriting or any trying to 
make it fit in a box.”

They also bring with them an edge that 
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provides a counterpoint to the pop-leaning 
sound that has filled country radio recently. 
“It’s not that people don’t like pop country,” 
Roberts says, “but the format always needs 
balance. I think it’s a correction that we’re 
seeing and the audience is eating it up.”

“Country had started to feel very safe, not 
dangerous,” says Zaruk. “Now you’re seeing 
[rock] influences come in that you normally 
wouldn’t see. It’s not the typical dirt roads 
and tailgates.”

Some of the acts are experiencing cross-
over success on the rock charts as well. 
Jelly Roll’s “Son of a Sinner” peaked at No. 
3 on Billboard’s Hot Rock Songs chart, while 
his “Dead Man Walking” reached No. 1 on 
Mainstream Rock Airplay. Bryan’s “Some-
thing in the Orange” climbed to No. 2 on 
Hot Rock & Alternative Songs. (HARDY’s 
“Sold Out” topped Billboard’s Hot Hard 
Rock Songs chart in March, the same week 
“Beers On Me, his team-up with Dierks 
Bentley and Breland, was No. 4 on Country 
Airplay before ascending to the top spot).

Industry executives cite other reasons for 
the flurry of activity, including audiences 
opening their ears to new sounds follow-
ing the pandemic. “Every research piece I 
saw during the pandemic said people don’t 
want to hear new music right now. They 
had other crap to worry about, like getting 
groceries and finding toilet paper,” Roberts 
says. “We’re in an era that’s post-pandemic, 
and people are feeling better from an emo-
tional and mental standpoint and now do 
have an appetite for new music. And I think 
radio is smart enough to see it.”

Country radio, which tends to move 
conservatively, is also smart enough to see 
that some of these acts are earning massive 
streaming numbers and stations risk hesitat-
ing at their own peril. The country genre has 
been slower than pop and hip hop to adapt 
to streaming, but the numbers are steadily 
increasing. In his short career, Bryan has 
already earned 2.45 billion on-demand U.S. 
streams, according to Luminate, compared 
to 13.4 billion career streams for Luke 
Combs.

“Where I was really seeing it was on the 
country on-demand streaming chart,” Good-
man says. “Just looking at the number of new 
entries there has been quite astonishing.”

RADIO PICKING UP THE PACE
Terrestrial radio, once the entry point 

for listeners to hear new music, now often 
follows streaming when it comes to musical 
discovery — building off momentum estab-
lished first on Spotify, Apple Music, TikTok 
and other platforms. But Big Machine Label 
Group bucked current practice and went 
straight to radio with Dean’s “Don’t Come 
Lookin’” instead of waiting for other indica-
tors to show the song was growing.

“When I hear that radio is a great finisher, 
there is a small part of me that gets of-
fended, because it historically has been such 
a massive medium of exposure,” says Kris 
Lamb, Big Machine’s senior vp of promo-
tion and digital. “Jackson crushes it live with 
acoustic shows. We could very economically 
take him to every tastemaker that would 
open their doors, so we thought, ‘Let’s let 
radio lead on this,’ and we started our radio 
tour at the beginning of the year.”

The results are a hit at radio concurrent 
with building streaming success. “Ever since 
the record has been inside the top 10 on the 
Billboard Country Airplay chart, it’s taken 
on a new life of its own when it comes to 
on-demand streams, sales and consumption. 
I really do think it’s an incredible case study 
of how radio can lead the charge and break 
an artist,” Lamb says.

“Country radio is stepping out [and] tak-
ing risks on these artists,” Lacy says. “It used 
to be radio would ask us when we wanted 
to release [a song]. Now, they’re picking 
up the song and playing it, whether we are 
planning on releasing it or not. In Zach’s 
case we weren’t working [“Something in the 
Orange”] at all.” 

Similarly, Zimmerman went to country 
radio very early after being signed. “It was a 
risk, but we felt that this record was strong 
enough and the story was building so quick-
ly, that we wanted to get the shot,” Fain says. 
“Bailey and some of the country records 
are moving so quickly almost like what you 
would expect out of a coastal signing. The 
genre is changing and evolving.”

Country radio is the last format where 
labels build new artists by sending them on 
expensive radio tours around the country to 
introduce them in person at various stations. 
(This step is considered so crucial that dur-

ing the pandemic, BMG funded a high-tech 
studio that enabled new artist Elvie Shane 
to perform virtually for more than 120 indi-
vidual stations in order to facilitate the one-
on-one interaction with studio personnel). 

Not everyone’s taking the radio tour route 
though, and some of these acts — including 
Zimmerman and Smith — are letting metrics 
trump tradition because fans are reacting so 
strongly. “For the longest time, it was like, 
‘You’ve got to go do the 20-week country 
radio tour [and] play for the programmers 
to build relationships,’” says Zaruk. “With 
analytics, it’s no longer, ‘Can you give us two 
spins at midnight?’ That’s old school. Now 
you go, ‘Hey, this song is streaming 5 million 
streams a week. Here’s 14 markets on DSPs 
where there’s 15,000 people a day listening 
to the song.’ You fire that info to radio and 
they’re like, ‘We have to play this song.’”

With Smith, Sony Nashville built a 
story by sending two other tracks to digital 
service providers (DSPs) before taking 
“Whiskey on You” to radio. “We said, ‘Look, 
this thing is exploding,’” Goodman says. 
“‘Put it in day parts and give it a shot and if 
it doesn’t work, we’ll move on because we’re 
seeing the consumption blow up and we’re 
making money.’”

Similarly with Sony’s Kent, radio sta-
tions moved quickly after they saw action 
on DSPs and SiriusXM’s The Highway with 
terrestrial stations in major markets like Los 
Angeles, Denver and Dallas leading the way. 
“Those are three of the five biggest stations. 
[They] typically aren’t going to jump on any-
thing, until there’s a fully-orchestrated radio 
promotion campaign from a major label,” 
says Kent’s manager, Triple 8 Management 
founder George Couri. But bolstered by the 
fan response, the stations didn’t wait.

“When the music is this good and your 
audience wants it, you have to react to it,” 
Roberts says.

 It is early days and way too soon to tell 
which, if any, of today’s breakthrough artists 
become tomorrow’s superstars. “Staying 
power is always the test of time,” Roberts 
says, “but these people all seem very tal-
ented and capable of producing a lot more 
music.”

In the meantime, Cumulus Media vp of 
country Charlie Cook says this bumper 
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crop of newcomers are taking advantage 
of the opportunities and resources that the 
class of 1989 lacked.

“They have an additional avenue that 
the class of ’89 didn’t have, and that’s going 
directly to the consumer. The people in ’89 
had to go through radio,” he says. “We get 
accused of being gatekeepers sometimes. 
I think in this case, the gatekeepers have 
said, ‘Come on in, let me open this gate 
wider for you, and make sure that we give 
you space to grow the brand that you’ve 
already developed.’” 

Universal Music 
Group Buys 49% 
Stake in Indie 
Label Group 
[PIAS]
BY DAN RYS

U
niversal Music Group (UMG) 
has purchased a 49% stake in 
the indie label group [PIAS], ex-
panding on a strategic global 

partnership that began last year. As 
part of the deal, [PIAS] founders Kenny 
Gates and Michel Lambot will retain con-
trol of the company, “remain fully indepen-
dent” and UMG will have no seats on the 
indie’s board.

In March 2021, [PIAS] rebranded its 
distribution and services arm to [Integral], 
bringing on a new managing director to 
expand its business globally. Three months 
later, [PIAS] entered into an agreement 
with UMG that gave the major label group 
access to the [Integral] platform, which also 
handles distribution services for more than 
100 indie label partners including ATO, Beg-
gars Group and Secretly Group. The newly 
announced minority investment is said to be 
an extension of that initial deal.

“We have enjoyed an excellent relation-
ship with the Universal Music Group team 
since we announced our strategic global 
alliance with them last year,” said Lam-

bot — who co-founded [PIAS] in Brussels, 
Belgium, in 1983 alongside Gates — in a 
statement. “Kenny and I are celebrating our 
company’s 40th anniversary this year and 
we are still as ambitious as we were when 
we started out about growing our global 
presence and providing a world class service 
to the independent music community.”

“These days we are competing with 
finance and tech giants and a partner like 
Universal Music Group provides the addi-
tional support for us to compete and grow,” 
Gates said in his own statement. “Universal 
made it clear that they like us, they trust 
us and they need us, because they can’t do 
what we do and they value it highly. For 
Michel and I this is our life’s work and an 
ongoing journey and I am excited about the 
prospect of this new chapter in the life of 
[PIAS]. This move makes us stronger and 
secures the future of our brand, our staff and 
our partners while maintaining control of 
our destiny.”

The expansion of the deal comes at a time 
when many major labels — Capitol Music 
Group, Republic, 300, Interscope and more 
— are increasingly launching or enhancing 
their distribution offerings for independent 
artists and labels. This deal with [PIAS] pre-
sumably expands UMG’s access to indepen-
dent distribution moving forward.

“The boldly independent and music-
centric culture that Kenny and Michel have 
built over the last four decades has provided 
a vital creative network to so many artists,” 
UMG chairman/CEO Lucian Grainge said 
in a statement. “While much of the past 
was focused on ‘majors versus indies,’ it’s 
clear that today, the important divide in our 
industry is about those committed to artist 
development versus those committed to 
quantity over quality. We share Kenny and 
Michel’s passion for developing artists and 
moving culture, and we recognize that a 
healthy music ecosystem needs companies 
like [PIAS] who are committed to amplify-
ing the best voices in independent music.” 

Warner Records’ 
Web3 Label Sold 
5,555 NFTs in 7 
Minutes. Now It 
Wants to Share IP 
Rights With Fans
BY BENJAMIN JAMES

W
hat happens when you 
let 5,555 music fans make 
decisions at a major label? 
Warner Records is about 

to find out through its new Web3 imprint 
Probably a Label. After selling out a col-
lection of NFT access-passes, the holders 
will now gather in a Discord server to help 
develop artists together, share the credits of 
any future awards such as a Grammy, and 
ultimately offer intellectual property rights 
in some of the projects to NFT holders.

The experiment is a collaboration 
between Warner Records UK and Web3 
brand Probably Nothing, whose debut NFT 
collection fetched $500k in seven minutes 
in October. Each NFT comes with different 
rarity and label roles (4,000 scouts, 1,500 
managers and 55 label heads), allowing 
holders to vote on certain decisions. The 
rarest — and most expensive, currently at 
$2,138 — come with priority voting and ac-
cess to exec dinners.

“This is a vehicle for us to explore new 
ways of working as a label,” says Sebastian 
Simone — vp of audience & strategy at War-
ner Records UK. For the first time at a major 
label level, fans will be involved in artist 
development, starting with the creation of 
a virtual artist. “[The virtual artist] will be 
built in conjunction with the community of 
holders through a voting system on design, 
storyline and other creative.”

Holders have already been gifted a free 
music NFT — “Money on the Table” by 
Diddy and Jason Martin — but the label 
isn’t just focused on NFTs. It will also run 
traditional campaigns to help break emerg-
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ing talent within the Web3 space. Simone 
envisions a future where Web3-native artists 
developed through the label are “Selling out 
global tours, winning awards and cross-
ing over into the mainstream.” There will 
also be crossover from the existing Warner 
roster where Probably a Label will act as 
the first touchpoint for established acts to 
experiment with NFTs.

Warner has been an early-adopter in 
Web3, launching the Stickmen Toys NFT 
project in August — an early experiment in 
granting IP rights to fans from a major label. 
Stickmen Toys holders own the full rights 
to the music and can use it however they 
like. Warner Records also landed the UK’s 
first ever No. 1 with a chart-compatible NFT 
release through Muse’s Will of the People. 
“WMG is focused on ensuring that our 
artists are deeply embedded in this world 
of Web3 so that they are not just using the 
technologies but helping to define them,” 
says Oana Ruxandra, chief digital officer 
and executive vp, business development. 
“We are putting a lot of time and energy 
behind this burgeoning space.”

Rather than keep everything inside 
the Warner machine, however, the label 
partnered with Probably Nothing — a Web3 
brand founded by former restaurateur and 
TV chef Jeremy Fall. The brand already 
has a community of thousands and previ-
ous experience with NFT drops including 
the Probably Nothing Genesis Pass which 
generated 879 ETH (~$1.03 million) in 
volume since launching in May 2022. The 
idea is to co-sign Warner’s NFT activities 
with an established name in Web3. “We’re in 
a new market exploring and learning,” says 
Simone. “It’s crucial we partner with people 
who have a deep, early-adopter understand-
ing of new technologies and the culture.”

On paper, it’s a smart move. Many music 
companies and major label artists have blun-
dered into Web3 without engaging with the 
existing community or taking the tempera-
ture of the market, leading to disastrous 
results and backlash. Collaborating with 
native Web3 teams appears to be a winning 
formula for bigger corporate entities.

For Fall, the venture allows him to dive 
deeper into music, which he says has always 
been part of his identity. During his days as 

a TV chef, he hosted a “Beats for Breakfast” 
show with Miguel. “Anytime I can be cre-
ative in a new way gets me excited. I have a 
vision on how I could help impact the music 
industry … and having Warner Records 
help bring those ideas to life excites me the 
most.”

The label’s biggest promise of all, how-
ever, is to “redefine IP ownership in music.” 
Although specific details are still cloudy, Fall 
says “We will be granting IP rights to certain 
[label] projects, depending on how they 
are structured … disrupting the traditional 
label model by opening the doors to sharing 
ownership in valuable content.” The team 
can’t yet confirm whether this will extend to 
the virtual artist currently in development 
or any of the songs.

Some of this IP experiment will also be 
explored in an initiative called Studio A 
and Studio B. “Studio A is our IP incuba-
tor,” explains Fall. “It allows our holders to 
pitch their existing [NFT-related] IP to us.” 
For example, if a member of the community 
owns a Doodles, Azuki, Bored Ape Yacht 
Club or select other NFTs, they can pitch an 
idea to the label based around the NFT, such 
as a music video, virtual artist, song or short-
film. If accepted, Probably a Label will help 
provide resources, financing and marketing.

Studio B is more like a pooled music 
library. Anyone with a label pass can submit 
tracks to Studio B, and someone else from 
the community could use that music in their 
own project, such as a movie or sample for 
a beat. “If someone from our community 
wants to use one of the tracks for a project,” 
says Fall, “We will broker the communica-
tion between holders that allows them to 
license it.”

Critics might ask whether any of this 
requires NFTs at all. Fan voting mechanisms 
and shared communities can be created 
without Web3. Fall explains, “The tradi-
tional Web2 model doesn’t allow us to … 
give [fans] any ownership in projects. NFTs 
are this exact core that give people emo-
tional ownership and value in projects they 
are a part of.” Important to note, however, 
that owning an NFT does not automatically 
guarantee IP ownership unless it’s explicitly 
stated.

In terms of providing value, the NFT label 

pass could be expected to rise if the label 
and its artists are successful, rewarding 
holders for their participation. However, the 
label will have to contend with the fact that 
the current price of the NFT (0.03 ETH) 
is now worth less than half the mint price 
(0.09 ETH). Anyone that purchased on the 
day of launch is now underwater unless they 
pulled one of the 55 rarest passes. While this 
is not unusual for NFT projects in the cur-
rent down-market, it is uncharted territory 
for a major label that will now have to man-
age expectations of thousands of music fans 
who may have lost money on paper. The 
team isn’t fazed yet, though. “We’re focused 
on providing the best experience and value 
to our community,” says Simone. “The rest 
will fall into place.” 

Trending Up: 
‘Wednesday’ 
Scores Netflix’s 
Latest Revival of 
a Cult ’80s Single, 
The 1975 Pull Off a 
Streaming Heist & 
More
BY JASON LIPSHUTZ, ANDREW 
UNTERBERGER

W
elcome to Billboard 
Pro’s Trending Up column, 
where we take a closer look 
at the songs, artists, curiosi-

ties and trends that have caught the music 
industry’s attention. Some have come out of 
nowhere, others have taken months to catch 
on, and all of them could become ubiquitous 
in the blink of a TikTok clip. 

This week: Netflix’s latest hit se-
ries Wednesday helps an early cult-punk 
classic get out of the “Muck,” The 1975’s live 
lip-locking revives one of their early singles 
and everyone is left craving more “Yamz” this 
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Thanksgiving.
‘Wednesday’ Sends The Cramps’ 

Streams Running Up That Hill
Wednesday, the Addams Family revival 

focused on a teenage Wednesday Ad-
dams (played by Jenna Ortega) and her 
adventures at a boarding school, has been 
a smash success for Netflix since premier-
ing last Wednesday (Nov. 23), setting the 
record for the most hours viewed in a 
week for an English-language series on the 
streaming service. Its 341.2 million hours 
viewed in its debut week surpasses the 
record set a few months back by the fourth 
season of Stranger Things — which, you may 
recall, resurrected Kate Bush’s “Running Up 
That Hill” with dramatic flair and turned 
the 1985 single into a top five Billboard Hot 
100 smash in 2022.

Six months later, Wednesday is help-
ing “Goo Goo Muck,” the spooky-fun 1981 
version of the 1962 Ronnie Cook and the 
Gaylads single released on I.R.S. by influen-
tial rockabilly punks The Cramps, receive 
a similarly inspired comeback. “Goo Goo 
Muck” soundtracks a school dance in which 
Ortega demonstrates some quirky, spirited 
choreography, and Wednesday fans are 
seeking out The Cramps version after the 
fact. On the day before the Wednesday series 
premiered, “Goo Goo Muck” earned 2,500 
daily U.S. on-demand streams, according 
to Luminate; by Monday (Nov. 28), that 
number was up to 134,000 daily streams. 
The Cramps have been defunct since the 
2009 death of lead singer Lux Interior, 
but if Wednesday viewers keep streaming 
“Goo Goo Muck,” the band could belatedly 
earn its first career Hot 100 hit. – JASON 
LIPSHUTZ

The 1975 Make Out Like Bandits
U.K. alt-pop veterans The 1975 hit 

the Billboard 200’s top 10 for the fourth 
straight album this October with their latest 
set, Being Funny in a Foreign Language, and 
have a slow-burning streaming hit with that 
LP’s “About You,” which has grown 41% 
over the three weeks to over two million 
weekly U.S. on-demand streams for the pe-
riod ending Nov. 24, according to Luminate. 
But the band’s most buzzed-about song the 
past week hasn’t come from that album, 
or any of the three before it – for that one, 

you’ve got to go back to from their 2013 self-
titled debut set (on Dirty Hit/Polydor) and 
longtime fan favorite “Robbers,” which the 
group has turned into a lip-locking spectacle 
on their current stateside tour. 

At consecutive stops over the past week-
end in Las Vegas and San Diego, frontman 
Matty Healy pulled fans from the audience – 
one female, one male – onstage during their 
performance of “Robbers,” embracing them 
and then giving them a healthy smooch just 
before the song’s climax. The consecutive 
kisses both went viral on social media, get-
ting fans dangerously in their feelings and 
causing them to swarm back to the enduring 
“Robbers.” Since Nov. 25 (the night of the 
Vegas concert), the song has spiked 116% in 
daily official on-demand U.S. streams, ac-
cording to Luminate, growing from 65,000 
that Thursday to 141,000 on Sunday, and 
no doubt inspiring a whole lot of breathless 
refreshing of social feeds for each remaining 
tour date. – ANDREW UNTERBERGER

A Second Helping of “Yamz” This 
Thanksgiving

It was 2015 all over again last week, as 
the hottest song of Thanksgiving belonged 
to Fetty Wap. The “Trap Queen” hitmaker 
scored a breakout success with the rap-
crooned synth-funk of “Sweet Yamz” – a 
song not necessarily about the delicious side 
dish, but which nonetheless felt seasonally 
appropriate to countless listeners. The 300 
Entertainment/RGF Productions single, 
released to streaming services on Nov. 18, 
earned plaudits from authorities as respect-
ed as Snoop Dogg and Charlie Wilson and 
exploded on streaming last week, earning 
over half a million official on-demand U.S. 
streams daily from Wednesday (Nov. 23) 
through Saturday (Nov. 26), according to 
Luminate. 

However, as many R&B heads online 
were quick to point out, the song wasn’t 
totally an original: The hit was based off a 
2021 collab between Masego and Devin 
Morrison on EQT Recordings/Capitol, with 
a near-identical chorus and groove, but dif-
ferent verses. Though some cried foul at the 
lift, there was more than enough consump-
tion to go around this Thanksgiving season: 
The original “Yamz” also experienced a 
huge bump, rising from 172,000 streams 

total from Nov. 21-23 to 367,000 from Nov. 
24-26, a 113% gain. – AU 

Elton John Scores 
Record-Setting 
Fifth Month at 
No. 1 on Top Tours 
Chart
BY ERIC FRANKENBERG

I
t’s been a long, winding road for Elton 
John. He launched the Farewell Yel-
low Brick Road Tour in 2018 and is on 
track to make it the highest grossing 

tour of all time. When Billboard launched 
its monthly Boxscore reports in 2019, John 
crowned the inaugural Top Tours list, and 
then did it again three more times before the 
pandemic.

In the post-COVID era, John has been 
consistent. For seven of the first nine 
months of the year, he was No. 2 on the Top 
Tours ranking, omnipresent while Tool, Bad 
Bunny, BTS, Ed Sheeran and Cold-
play traded off at No. 1. But finally, he 
hath risen and is back on top. According to 
figures reported to Billboard Boxscore, John 
scores October’s highest grossing tour with 
$49.6 million in the bank.

John has been in North American stadi-
ums since mid-July, following a European 
run earlier in the summer. But the tour’s 
first three and a half years were spent in 
arenas. In bigger outdoor venues, John can 
generate higher returns with fewer shows. 
He only played eight shows during October, 
averaging $6.2 million per show, a higher 
average gross than any other act as many 
stadium tours wrapped, and fall weather 
keeps North American and European artists 
inside.

His October calendar included double-
headers in Santa Clara, Calif. (San Francisco 
area), Tacoma, Wash. (Seattle), and Vancou-
ver, B.C., plus one-offs in Nashville and San 
Antonio. The Oct. 8-9 Santa Clara shows 
at Levi’s Stadium were the biggest, earning 
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$13.4 million from 78,000 tickets sold.
Since Billboard’s monthly charts pre-

miered, John has been the artist with the 
most months at No. 1 on Top Tours. But just 
last month, Bad Bunny scored his fourth 
win, tying John’s longstanding record. With 
John’s October victory, the iconic artists 
resets the pace with a fifth month at No. 1.

Including November reports for the trek’s 
final North American shows, the Farewell 
Yellow Brick Road Tour became the third 
tour in Boxscore history to gross more than 
$700 million, now circling the highest gross-
ing tour of all time: Ed Sheeran’s The Divide 
Tour. Sheeran wrapped his 2017-19 tour with 
$776.4 million, but with John’s packed 2023 
schedule in Australia and Europe, that gap 
will shrink quickly.

The Top Boxscores chart is led by another 
British act, as Harry Styles takes the top 
two positions on the concerts ranking. He 
played six shows apiece at Chicago’s United 
Center (Oct. 8-10, 13-15) and Inglewood’s Kia 
Forum (Oct. 23-24, 26, 28-29, 31), earning 
$20.4 million and $18.8 million, respectively. 
He has nine more shows at Kia Forum to 
report in November.

October marks Styles’ second consecutive 
month at No. 1 on Top Boxscores, as a por-
tion of his Madison Square Garden shows 
led the September run. The first batch of 
MSG shows landed him at No. 3 in August.

Those 12 shows in Chicago and Ingle-
wood, plus his final two dates at Austin’s 
Moody Center, gives him the runner-up spot 
on Top Tours, with a total gross of $45.4 
million and 244,000 tickets sold. This is 
his third month overall at No. 2, following 
repeat appearances in October and Novem-
ber of 2021.

Daddy Yankee winds up at No. 3 on Top 
Tours with $42 million. But with a com-
bination of stadiums and arenas in Latin 
America, he scores the month’s top-selling 
tour, playing to 515,000 fans. That’s 76% 
more than the next best-seller, John’s tour 
at 292,000.

Through the end of October, Daddy Yan-
kee’s farewell trek, La Ultima Vuelta World 
Tour, has grossed $125.2 million. That’s 
enough to be the second-highest grossing 
Latin tour in Boxscore history, sandwiched 
between Bad Bunny’s World’s Hottest Tour 

and El Ultimo Tour Del Mundo.
Considering Karol G (No. 4) and Bad 

Bunny (No. 6), Latin acts make up half of 
the month’s top six touring acts. Its another 
achievement in a banner year for the genre, 
which has celebrated multiple $100 million 
artists for the first time. 

Warner Chappell 
Enters Web3 
Through First-Of-
Its-Kind Deal With 
Defient
BY BENJAMIN JAMES

W
arner Chappell Music 
is the first major pub-
lisher to step into Web3 
through a new deal with 

Defient — a Web3 entertainment incubator. 
The deal will allow the Warner Chappell 
roster, which includes Bruno Mars, David 
Bowie, Katy Perry and Lizzo, to tap into 
blockchain technology through digital col-
lectibles, events and memorabilia.

The first project is a digital museum 
launching early 2023 called “Archives,” 
which will shine a light on songwriters 
through an exhibition of music, artwork and 
collectibles built around the song creation 
process. A limited-edition NFT mint pass 
will also give holders access to highly curat-
ed drops, auctions and virtual experiences.

WCM believes the partnership will allow 
the publisher to unlock new methods of 
monetization. “By embracing the power 
of blockchain technology, we can create 
impactful new revenue streams and creative 
opportunities for our songwriters while giv-
ing music fans access to unique experienc-
es,” said WCM senior vp of creative servic-
es Ashley Winton. “Not only are [founder & 
CEO] Sidney [Swift] and his whole team at 
Defient experts in this space, but they also 
have deep roots in music and know how to 
champion the voices of creators.”

Defient is a Web3 incubator with ex-

perience across the music industry and 
the emerging NFT landscape. Founded 
by Grammy-nominated producer Sidney 
Swift, Defient was instrumental in develop-
ing a Web3 record label, ChillRx, which has 
generated over $1 million in volume since 
launching in February 2022.

In a statement about the collaboration, 
Swift said, “We’re proud to be working with 
Warner Chappell as they expand into the 
web3 community that Defient is already so 
ingrained in. Having started my career as 
a songwriter and producer, it’s exciting to 
join forces with a forward-thinking partner 
and work towards making it easier and more 
accessible for songwriters and artists to 
leverage web3 platforms. Together, we want 
to use technology to empower creatives and 
help them elevate their brands.”

Major labels have already made the leap 
into NFTs via dedicated Web3 imprints such 
as 10:22PM at Universal Music Group and 
Probably a Label at Warner Records UK. 
Publishers have taken a slower approach, 
but WCM is optimistic that blockchain tech-
nology will offer new opportunities for its 
songwriters. “This is a unique opportunity 
to shape the future of music publishing,” 
said WCM co-chair and CEO Guy Moot and 
co-chair and COO Carianne Marshall in 
a joint statement. “With Defient’s support, 
we’ll be able to unlock new avenues in web3 
on behalf of our songwriters and find differ-
ent ways for them to grow their legacies and 
engage with fans.” 

Fleetwood Mac’s 
Christine McVie 
Dies at 79
BY RANIA ANIFTOS 

C
hristine McVie, beloved Fleet-
wood Mac musician and prolific 
lyricist, died on Wednesday (Nov. 
30). She was 79 years old.

The late singer’s family shared the news 
via a statement posted to Facebook, which 
noted that she passed away at a hospital 
“following a short illness.”
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“She was in the company of her family,” 
the statement continued. “We kindly ask 
that you respect the family’s privacy at this 
extremely painful time, and we would like 
everyone to keep Christine in their hearts 
and remember the life of an incredible hu-
man being, and revered musician who was 
loved universally.”

Following the sad news, McVie’s band-
mates shared a joint statement to the of-
ficial Fleetwood Mac Twitter page. “There 
are no words to describe our sadness at the 
passing of Christine McVie,” the message 
read. “She was truly one-of-a-kind, special 
and talented beyond measure. She was the 
best musician anyone could have in their 
band and the best friend anyone could have 
in their life. We were so lucky to have a life 
with her.”

The statement concluded, “Individually 
and together, we cherished Christine deeply 
and are thankful for the amazing memories 
we have. She will be so very missed.”

McVie had an illustrious, respected career 
both as a soloist and as a member of Fleet-
wood Mac, which she joined in 1970. During 
her time in Fleetwood, the band had 25 Hot 
100 hits, including nine top 10s and one No. 
1 smash: “Dreams” in 1977.

The group also enjoyed 29 albums that 
charted on the Billboard 200, including 
seven top 10s and four No. 1s, including 
1977’s Rumours, 1976’s Fleetwood Mac, 
1982’s Mirage and 1997’s The Dance.

As a solo artist, McVie was known for hits 
such as 1984’s “Love Will Show Us How” 
and “Got a Hold on Me,” the latter of which 
peaked at No. 10 on the Hot 100. 

Hakeem Jeffries, 
Music Creator 
Advocate & 
Copyright Expert, 
Elected as House 
Democratic 
Leader
BY CHRIS EGGERTSEN,  
ASSOCIATED PRESS

E
mboldened House Democrats ush-
ered in a new generation of leaders 
on Wednesday (Nov. 30) with 
Rep. Hakeem Jeffries elected to 

be the first Black American to head a major 
political party in Congress as long-serving 
Speaker Nancy Pelosi and her team step 
aside next year.

Showing rare party unity after their mid-
term election losses, the House Democrats 
moved seamlessly from one history-making 
leader to another, choosing the 52-year-old 
New Yorker, who has vowed to “get things 
done,” even after Republicans won control 
of the chamber. The closed-door vote was 
unanimous, by acclamation.

“It’s a solemn responsibility that we are 
all inheriting,” Jeffries told reporters on the 
eve of the party meeting. “And the best thing 
that we can do as a result of the seriousness 
and solemnity of the moment is lean in hard 
and do the best damn job that we can for the 
people.”

Many in the music business are likely 
celebrating Jeffries’ election today. The 
Congressman, who has served as the U.S. 
representative for New York’s 8th Congres-
sional District since 2013, has been a long-
time champion of music creators. Among 
other efforts, he co-sponsored the Music 
Modernization Act, the most important 
copyright law passed in decades, as well as 
the Copyright Alternative in Small-Claims 
Enforcement Act of 2020, a.k.a. the CASE 
Act, which streamlined copyright disputes 

by creating a small claims tribunal within 
the U.S. Copyright Office to adjudicate small 
claims infringement cases.

A noted hip-hop fan who once gave The 
Notorious B.I.G. a shout-out from the 
House floor, in 2018 Jeffries hosted the sixth 
annual “Hip-Hop on the Hill” political fun-
draiser. He was also an honoree at the Re-
cording Academy’s GRAMMYs on the Hill 
in 2019, an annual event that honors con-
gressional leaders and music creators who 
fight for creators’ rights. This September, 
Jeffries was honored by the RIAA as well, 
along with hip-hop pioneers Grandmaster 
Flash and MC Lyte, at RIAA Honors 2022: 
Hip-Hop, where he received the policy 
maker of the year award. (Billboard spon-
sored this event.)

This creator-friendly mindset may have 
stemmed in part from Jeffries’ days as a 
lawyer prior to entering politics. During that 
period, Jeffries worked on several copyright 
cases, including representing Lauryn Hill in 
a case brought by some of her collaborators. 
In a previous statement, National Music 
Publishers Association (NMPA) presi-
dent David Israelite said that Jeffries “has 
a deep understanding of copyright law” and 
“may know the subject better than anyone 
else in Congress.”

In a statement sent to Billboard, Record-
ing Academy CEO Harvey Mason jr. ap-
plauded Jeffries’ election: “Since his first 
year in Congress in 2014, Hakeem has been 
a dynamic leader in shaping music policy 
and fighting for legislation that benefits and 
protects music creators. From signing on as 
a lead cosponsor of the Music Moderniza-
tion Act in 2018 and the CASE Act in 2020, 
to being celebrated as a GRAMMYs On The 
Hill Honoree in 2019, he’s been a key ally 
to the music community and instrumental 
in achieving bipartisan support for music 
people. We’re thrilled for him to take on 
this new role, and we look forward to seeing 
how this will impact the important issues 
facing our ecosystem of music creators.”

It’s rare that a party that lost the midterm 
elections would so easily regroup and stands 
in stark contrast with the upheaval among 
Republicans, who are struggling to unite 
around GOP leader Kevin McCarthy as the 
new House speaker as they prepare to take 
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control when the new Congress convenes in 
January.

Wednesday’s internal Democratic caucus 
votes of Jeffries and the other top leaders 
came without challengers. Cheers broke out 
after the elections.

The trio led by Jeffries, who will become 
the Democratic minority leader in the new 
Congress, includes 59-year-old Rep. Kath-
erine Clark of Massachusetts as the 
Democratic whip and 43-year-old Rep. Pete 
Aguilar of California as caucus chair-
man. The new team of Democratic leaders 
is expected to slide into the slots held by 
Pelosi and her top lieutenants — Major-
ity Leader Steny Hoyer of Maryland and 
Democratic Whip James Clyburn of South 
Carolina — as the 80-something leaders 
make way for the next generation.

But in many ways, the trio has been 
transitioning in plain sight, as one aide put 
it — Jeffries, Clark and Aguilar working 
with Pelosi’s nod these past several years 
in lower-rung leadership roles as the first 
woman to have the speaker’s gavel prepared 
to step down. Pelosi, of California, has led 
the House Democrats for the past 20 years, 
and colleagues late Tuesday granted her the 
honorific title of “speaker emerita.”

“It an important moment for the caucus — 
that there’s a new generation of leadership,” 
said Rep. Chris Pappas, D-N.H., ahead of 
voting.

Democratic Rep. Cori Bush of Missouri 
called the leadership election “historic” and 
a “time for change.”

While Democrats will be relegated to the 
House minority in the new year for the 118th 
Congress, they will have a certain amount of 
leverage because the Republican majority is 
expected to be so slim and McCarthy’s hold 
on his party fragile.

The House’s two new potential leaders, 
Jeffries and McCarthy, are of the same gen-
eration but have almost no real relationship 
to speak of — in fact the Democrat is known 
for leveling political barbs at the Republican 
from afar, particularly over the GOP’s em-
brace of former President Donald Trump. 
Jeffries served as a House manager during 
Trump’s first impeachment.

“We’re still working through the implica-
tions of Trumpism,” Jeffries said, “and what 

it has meant, as a very destabilizing force for 
American democracy.”

Jeffries said he hopes to find “common 
ground when possible” with Republicans 
but will “oppose their extremism when we 
must.”

On the other side of the Capitol, Jeffries 
will have a partner in Senate Majority Lead-
er Chuck Schumer as two New Yorkers are 
poised to helm the Democratic leadership in 
Congress. They live about a mile (1.6 kilome-
ters) apart in Brooklyn.

“There are going to be a group, in my 
judgment, of mainstream Republicans who 
are not going to want to go in the MAGA di-
rection, and Hakeem’s the ideal type guy to 
work with them,” Schumer said in an inter-
view, referencing Trump’s “Make America 
Great Again” slogan.

Jeffries has sometimes been met with 
skepticism from party progressives, viewed 
as a more centrist figure among House 
Democrats.

But Rep. Rashida Tlaib, D-Mich., a pro-
gressive and part of the “squad” of liberal 
lawmakers, said she has been heartened by 
the way Jeffries and his team are reaching 
out, even though they face no challengers.

“There’s a genuine sense that he wants to 
develop relationships and working partner-
ships with many of us,” she said.

Clark, in the No. 2 spot, is seen as a 
coalition builder on the leadership team, 
while Aguilar, as the third-ranking leader, 
is known as a behind-the-scenes conduit to 
centrists and even Republicans.

Clyburn, now the highest-ranking Black 
American in Congress, is seeking to become 
the assistant democratic leader, keeping a 
seat at the leadership table and helping the 
new generation to transition.

But Clyburn faces an unexpected chal-
lenge from Rep. David Cicilline, D-R.I., 
who is openly gay and argued Wednesday in 
a letter to colleagues that House Democrats 
should “fully respect the diversity of our 
caucus and the American people by includ-
ing an LGBTQ+ member at the leadership 
table.”

The election for the assistant leader post 
and several others is expected to be held 
Thursday.

Jeffries’ ascent comes as a milestone for 

Black Americans, the Capitol built with the 
labor of enslaved people and its dome later 
expanded during Abraham Lincoln’s presi-
dency as a symbol the nation would stand 
during the Civil War.

His Brooklyn-area district was once 
represented by Shirley Chisholm, the first 
Black woman elected to Congress, who was 
born on the same day as his election, Nov. 
30, in 1924.

“The thing about Pete, Katherine and 
myself is that we embrace what the House 
represents,” Jeffries said, calling it “the 
institution closest to the people.”

While the House Democrats are often a 
big, diverse, “noisy family,” he said, “it’s a 
good thing.” He said, “At the end of the day, 
we’re always committed to finding the high-
est common denominator in order to get big 
things done for everyday Americans.” 

‘Thriller’ Turns 
40: How 
Michael Jackson 
Moonwalked 
the Music 
Business Out of a 
Recession
BY STEVE KNOPPER

F
or record executives, the story 
of Michael Jackson‘s Thriller be-
gins in 1979, three years before 
the album came out, when disco 

crashed and record stores returned millions 
of unwanted LPs to major labels. That year, 
recorded-music revenues dropped 10% from 
the previous year prior, according to RIAA 
data, and vinyl sales were just beginning to 
decline after years of growth. CBS Records 
had massive layoffs that summer; Warner 
Bros. followed with 55 in December.

“When I came in on Monday, there were 
half-smoked cigarettes in ashtrays and half-
typed memos in typewriters,” recalls Jim 
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Urie, then CBS’ New York branch manager, 
who pink-slipped 40 on his staff. “It was re-
ally, really brutal.”

The industry-wide malaise, coinciding 
with a worldwide recession, lasted two 
or three years. “It was the first time all 
of us young people in the music business 
had business hit us in the face,” says Dan 
Beck, Epic Records’ head of publicity at the 
time, who recalls another “major” wave of 
company wide CBS layoffs in summer 1982. 
“One of the first things people cut back was 
the disposable income — so if somebody 
bought three or four albums a month, and 
now they only bought one or two, that was 
pretty dramatic to our business.”

Thriller, released exactly 40 years ago, 
on Nov. 30, 1982, helped usher in the music 
business’ comeback, along with the explo-
sive growth of MTV and the adoption of 
the compact disc. Jackson’s follow-up to 
1979’s Off the Wall took off instantly, begin-
ning with the opening single, “The Girl Is 
Mine,” a duet with Paul McCartney de-
signed to cross the album over to a white 
radio audience. All seven of its singles would 
land in the top 10 of the Hot 100, and the 
album would spend 37 weeks at No. 1 on 
the Billboard 200. Thriller coaxed fans back 
into record stores to buy multiple copies, 
thus providing labels with resources to 
market Madonna, Prince, Bruce Spring-
steen, Cyndi Lauper and, later, hair-metal 
bands. At the end of 1981, CBS Records, 
which owned Epic at the time, took in $1 
billion in revenue, its worst earnings since 
1971; by the end of 1983, its net income 
increased 26% to $187 million.

“It pulled the music industry out of the 
doldrums,” says Larry Stessel, then Epic’s 
West Coast marketing vp. “It helped pull us 
out of the disco days and it became a whole 
new world.”

Stessel, who worked closely with Jackson 
on music videos, says the industry recession 
from roughly 1979 to 1983 helped his staff 
learn to economize — which made Epic and 
other labels leaner and stronger when the 
business came back.

“It allowed us to utilize our dollars more 
efficiently, develop local campaigns — if you 
could break an artist out of Kansas City, then 
obviously your next goal was to spread it to 

St. Louis, and maybe your next stop would 
be Milwaukee or Chicago or Detroit, de-
pending where the airplay was,” he recalls. 
“It made us smarter marketing people when 
the doors opened up again after Thriller was 
released.”

Famously, Thriller‘s sales run kept go-
ing and going — it spiked after every new 
single and video, and surged after Jackson 
did the moonwalk during NBC’s Motown 
25 anniversary special in May 1983. Today, 
Jackson’s label, Sony, claims Thriller as the 
best-selling global album of all time; in the 
U.S., according to the Recording Indus-
try Association of America, it is 34 times 
platinum, behind the Eagles’ Their Greatest 
Hits 1971-1975, at 38 times platinum. Even 
as Jackson’s legacy is tainted with allega-
tions of child sexual abuse in HBO’s 2019 
documentary Leaving Neverland, the album 
has generated 3.87 million U.S. album-equiv-
alent units in the past 10 years, including 1.2 
million in physical album sales, according to 
Luminate.

“I knew then,” Stessel says of Thriller‘s 
staying power. “We started literally selling 
1.2 million copies over the country every 
week. The album went from 4 to 6 million 
copies to 7, 8, 9, 10, 11.”

Thriller did more than reverse CBS Re-
cords’ fortunes in the early ’80s. It helped 
encourage Sony Corp. to buy the label 
home of Jackson, Springsteen, Barbra 
Streisand, Neil Diamond and many other 
stars for $2 billion in 1988. The idea was 
to unite software (music) with Sony’s new 
hardware (compact discs), and Thriller was 
the most valuable content of all. “You don’t 
buy Michael Jackson because he sounds 
like somebody else. You buy him because he 
resonates with you,” says Mickey Schul-
hof, then Sony’s top executive in the U.S. 
“Having content, we knew, was going to be 
an important part of Sony’s future, and the 
largest content library in the record industry 
was CBS Records. It was an easy decision.”

Thriller made Urie, CBS’ New York 
branch manager back then, forget those 
painful 1979 layoffs — almost. “If you have 
a big enough record — and this is certainly 
true today — it throws off so much profit 
over its lifetime that it really can change 
things,” he says. “It cures all ills.” 

Spotify CEO 
Daniel Ek 
Rips Apple 
For ‘Bullying’ 
App Owners 
and ‘Hurting 
Consumers’
BY BILL DONAHUE

S
potify CEO Daniel Ek on Wednes-
day (Nov. 30) blasted Apple for 
“stifling innovation and hurting 
consumers,” publicly renewing his 

company’s longstanding grievance that the 
tech giant abuses its dominant position over 
the market for smartphone apps.

In a series of tweets, the Spotify founder 
said Apple was “shameless in their bullying” 
of app developers and called on lawmakers 
in both the U.S. and the European Union 
to take “action” against a company that he 
said “doesn’t seem to care about the law or 
courts.”

“Over and over again @Apple gives itself 
every advantage while at the same time sti-
fling innovation and hurting consumers,” Ek 
wrote. “Apple offers consumers the illusion 
of choice and give[s] developers the illusion 
of control.”

A spokeswoman for Apple did not im-
mediately return a request for comment on 
Ek’s tweets.

Spotify has long been an outspoken critic 
of the rules Apple imposes on its app store 
— namely a 30% surcharge on most transac-
tions made within the platform, and provi-
sions that restrict how apps steer customers 
toward outside payment systems.

Apple says tight rules for app developers 
are needed to protect users from payment 
fraud and privacy violations. But critics say 
the company — which currently controls 
more than half the U.S. smartphone market 
with the iPhone and iOS operating system 
— is merely exploiting its dominant position 

 Page 13 of 20

IN BRIEF

http://billboard.com/artist/paul-mccartney
http://billboard.com/artist/madonna
http://billboard.com/artist/prince
http://billboard.com/artist/bruce-springsteen
http://billboard.com/artist/bruce-springsteen
http://billboard.com/artist/cyndi-lauper
http://billboard.com/artist/barbra-streisand
http://billboard.com/artist/barbra-streisand
http://billboard.com/artist/Neil-Diamond
https://www.billboard.com/author/bill-donahue/


 Page 14 of 20

to extract more money. Those complaints 
are even stronger from Spotify, since it also 
directly competes with Apple Music for 
subscribers.

Google, which accounts for the vast ma-
jority of the rest of the market for smart-
phone apps, is facing similar criticism and 
litigation.

The arguments against Apple’s app poli-
cies won a powerful ally last week when 
new Twitter owner Elon Musk raised the 
issue amid his own messy dispute with the 
tech giant. After claiming Apple had pulled 
its advertising and had threatened to pull 
Twitter from its app store, the polarizing 
billionaire asked his 120 million followers 
if they were aware that Apple “puts a secret 
30% tax on everything you buy.”

In Wednesday’s thread, Ek directly quot-
ed Musk’s tweet, as well as others who have 
voiced similar criticism. Citing “bipartisan 
support and global interest,” he said that 
“momentum” was building for some kind of 
action against Apple.

“So how much longer will we look away 
from this threat to the future of the inter-
net?” Ek wrote. “How many more consum-
ers will be denied choice? There’s been a lot 
of talk. Talk is helpful but we need action.”

Apple is already facing a high-profile law-
suit, filed by Fortnite creator Epic Games, 
that claims the app store policies violate 
federal antitrust laws. A trial court issued a 
split ruling on the case last year, and the 
battle is currently pending before a federal 
appeals court.

Though not directly involved in the 
Epic case, Spotify filed its own complaint 
against Apple in 2019 with the European 
Commission, the EU’s regulatory enforce-
ment watchdog. Last year, EU regulators re-
leased preliminary findings that Apple had 
likely broken the law, saying the company 
“deprives users of cheaper music streaming 
choices and distorts competition.”

Even bigger changes could be coming 
via new legislation. In Washington, D.C., a 
bipartisan trio of senators are pushing a bill 
called the Open App Markets Act, which 
would impose strict new rules on both 
Apple and Google’s app stores. And lawmak-
ers in the EU have already passed a new 
statute called the Digital Markets Act, 

which will place a raft of new restrictions on 
how app stores are run.

Though it will take time for the new 
EU law to fully go into effect, it was aimed 
directly at complaints like the one Ek voiced 
Wednesday against Apple. In an interview 
with Wired last month, one of the law’s 
architects said he expected “significant” 
consequences: “If you have an iPhone, you 
should be able to download apps not just 
from the App Store but from other app 
stores or from the internet.” 

Kanye West & Kim 
Kardashian Settle 
Divorce
BY RANIA ANIFTOS 

N
early two years after Kim 
Kardashian filed for divorce 
from Kanye West after six years 
of marriage, the former couple’s 

divorce was finalized on Tuesday (Nov. 
29), Billboard can confirm.

Kardashian and West will get joint 
custody of their four children, plus “equal 
access” to them, according to documents 
obtained by Billboard. Additionally, Ye will 
pay the SKIMS founder $200,000 a month 
in child support, and is responsible for 50% 
of the children’s educational, medical and 
security expenses.

If there is a dispute involving their chil-
dren, both parties agreed to participate in 
mediation, per the documents. However, if 
one of them does not participate, the other 
makes the decision by default. The two re-
portedly have an extensive prenuptial agree-
ment, and dutifully kept their assets split 
during the marriage, limiting the complexity 
of the proceedings.

Upon the divorce filing in 2021, both sides 
initially said that the split would be ami-
cable, but the relationship between the two 
superstars has turned increasingly tumultu-
ous.

Throughout 2022, Ye had been sharing 
his disapproval over Kardashian’s parenting 
decisions, including allowing nine-year-old 

North to have a TikTok account. He also 
alleged that Kardashian did not invite the 
rapper to attend their younger daughter 
Chicago’s birthday party.

In February 2022, Kardashian responded 
to Kanye’s in a lengthy all-text Instagram 
Stories. “Kanye’s constant attacks on me in 
interviews and on social media is actually 
more hurtful than any TikTok North might 
create,” she began her message, noting she’s 
the main provider and caregiver for their 
kids. “I am doing my best to protect our 
daughter while also allowing her to express 
her creativity in the medium that she wishes 
with adult supervision – because it brings 
her happiness. Divorce is difficult enough on 
our children and Kanye’s obsession with try-
ing to control and manipulate our situation 
so negatively and publicly is only causing 
further pain for all.” 

In March 2022, Kardashian was declared 
legally single. 

Al Mair, Canadian 
Music Industry 
Pioneer and Attic 
Records Co-
Founder, Dies at 
82
BY KAREN BLISS

A
lexander “Al” Mair, Canadian 
music industry pioneer, one-time 
manager of Gordon Light-
foot and co-founder of success-

ful indie label Attic Records, died Nov. 25 at 
Toronto’s Sunnybrook Hospital of cancer. 
He was 82. 

Former publicist and indie promot-
er Richard Flohil broke the news about 
his long-time friend’s passing on Friday, 
posting on Facebook that Mair “was a kind 
and generous man who will be missed — and 
always remembered — by his family and 
the organizations and individuals whom he 
helped and mentored. Al was always one of 
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the good ones.” 
Mair’s son, Sebastian Mair — who fol-

lowed his dad into the music industry and 
now lives in Japan where he co-founded 
Music Solutions — tells Billboard, “My 
father was passionate in his love for music 
and championing Canadian culture. He was 
a mentor to many people in the global music 
industry, including myself. My family and I 
miss him very much.” 

In June, Mair was named an appointee of 
the Order of Canada, the country’s high-
est honor bestowed upon a citizen, “for his 
visionary and enduring contributions to 
the Canadian music industry.” On Nov. 22, 
Ontario Lieutenant-Governor Elizabeth 
Dowdeswell presented him with the medal 
in his hospital room. 

Among other industry recognitions, Mair 
was inducted into the Canadian Music 
Industry Hall of Fame in 2014 during Cana-
dian Music Week and received the Builder 
Award from the Canadian Independent 
Music Association (CIMA) in 2016. 

In a statement released Monday, the 
Canadian Academy of Recording Arts & 
Sciences (CARAS) noted that Mair was 
“foundational in establishing industry infra-
structure” in Canada. Allan Reid, president 
& CEO of CARAS/The JUNO Awards, who 
worked alongside Mair and his team at Attic 
Records for many years as part of the A&M 
family of labels, added, “Al was a pioneer 
in the Canadian music industry and helped 
shape the landscape as we know it today. I’m 
saddened to hear of his loss and my heart 
goes out to his loved ones.” 

Mair got his start in music in the 1950s 
when he was still a teenager, working at a 
record store and deejaying at dances and 
weddings. His first industry job was at Capi-
tol Records overseeing royalty payments, 
followed by roles at London Records and 
Compo Company. He next joined United 
Artists, promoting such acts as Gordon 
Lightfoot and The Irish Rovers. In 1968, 
he began managing Lightfoot, a relationship 
that lasted until 1976. 

In 1974, Mair co-founded Attic Records 
with former Warner exec Tom Williams. 
Over its nearly three-decade run, the label’s 
roster included Triumph, Anvil, Lee Aaron, 
The Nylons, Teenage Head, Patsy Gallant, 

Hagood Hardy and rapper Maestro Fresh 
Wes, Canada’s first Black artist to go plati-
num. The company also distributed such 
international acts as Creed, “Weird Al” 
Yankovic, Jennifer Warnes and Katrina 
and the Waves. Its publishing division 
represented the Canadian rights to such 
acts as The Beatles, Elton John, Gen-
esis, ABBA, James Brown and The Cars. 

In 1984, Mair bought out Williams’ stake 
in Attic and, after running it solo for the 
next 15 years, sold the label to newly formed 
The Song Corporation in 1999. Song Corp. 
declared bankruptcy in 2001, and Attic’s Ca-
nadian catalog and masters are now owned 
by Unidisc Music. 

According to a press release announcing 
Mair’s induction into the Canadian Music 
Hall of Fame, Attic Records boasted sales 
of over $100 million in Canada and scored 
over 100 gold, platinum and multi-platinum 
albums in Canada, the U.S., U.K., Holland 
and Japan.

Mair was remembered by those across the 
industry as news of his death began to circu-
late. A Facebook post by female-owned Six 
Shooter Records paid tribute to Mair as a 
mentor and called him “a giant in our music 
community. A true builder. Staunchly inde-
pendent and staunchly Canadian, he was a 
leader in helping to build our infrastructure 
through CIMA (then known as CIRPA) to 
create tools like Cancon and FACTOR so 
that a domestic industry was able to take 
root and grow.” 

Others who paid tribute on Facebook 
included songwriter and publisher Vince 
Degiorgio, who praised Mair as a “trail-
blazer and legend,” while publicist and 
author Kevin Shea called him “a vision-
ary leader [and] a wonderful boss.” Also 
on Facebook, Cadence Music Group vp of 
artist and label relations Linda Bush called 
him “more than a mentor to me, he was my 
industry Dad. His constant encouragement 
and critiques really gave me the confidence 
to turn a music obsession into a career.” 
In his own Facebook post, Curve Music 
founder Brian Hetherman added that Mair 
was ”a building block of the Canadian music 
industry,” who “not only gave me some of 
the best advice about starting a label I have 
ever had, he walked me through all the 

things I needed to do to survive.” 
After selling off Attic Records, Mair 

remained active in the music industry as a 
consultant. During this period, he became 
known for filling friends’ Facebook Mes-
senger inboxes with links to the latest 
industry news and amusing tidbits. Over the 
last couple of years, a select number of his 
industry colleagues were invited for one-on-
one chats at his local Shenanigans restau-
rant while indulging in a chocolate sundae, 
including Flohil, Greek-Canadian guitarist 
Pavlo and former Warner Music Canada 
vp Steve Waxman. 

“They actually took the chocolate sundae 
off the menu last week but I’m trying to get 
it reinstated,” Mair wrote after musician 
Pavlo posted a photo of the two of them 
at Shenanigans. It’s unclear whether he 
achieved that particular mission, though 
there are few executives who can rival his 
achievements in the Canadian music busi-
ness. 

In a comment on Flohil’s Facebook post, 
Mair’s daughter, Jen Mair – a publicist at 
the National Film Board of Canada – noted 
that no funeral service will be held. “We 
will scatter his ashes as he wanted, and my 
brother and I have talked about doing some 
kind of celebration of life next year…stay 
tuned,” she wrote. 

Billboard 
Launches Fan-
Centric Music 
Community with 
Bebops
BY MEGHAN MAHAR 

F
ollowing the success of Billboard 
ChartStars, Billboard and Web3 
technology partner Unblocked are 
launching a new venture that’s out 

of this world. Bebops are Billboard’s latest 
NFT community, bridging the gap between 
music fans and Web3 enthusiasts. 

The Bebops are an alien species who are 
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drawn to earth’s popular music. Like music 
stans, they always know what’s trending, 
who’s on the Billboard charts, and they are 
determined to make sure that fans are at 
the center of the next revolution in music: 
Web3. Each Bebop is a one-of-a-kind avatar 
that lives on the Flow Blockchain. Each 
Bebop is designed to have a unique combi-
nation of colors, facial features and acces-
sories.

Music fans who purchase a Bebop will 
get verified ownership of their Bebop avatar 
and access to an exclusive, fan-centric com-
munity on Discord. The Bebops community 
will be an online space for fans to share 
their passion for all things music whether 
it be the latest Billboard Hot 100 chart or 
discussing a new album drop. Billboard 
and Unblocked also plan to celebrate the 
community with fan-centric experiences as 
Bebops continue to grow.

“I am thrilled to support Billboard Bebops 
and explore the limitless potential Web3 has 
to create new music experiences driven by 
community, playfulness and personal taste,” 
says Dana Droppo, Chief Brand Officer of 
Billboard.

Billboard Bebops will be available on 
Billboard ChartStars on Tuesday, December 
6, starting at 2 p.m. ET / 11 a.m. PT. For more 
information on pricing, availability and be-
coming a member of the Bebops community, 
click here. 

Lil Baby to Join 
Maluma as New 
LA3C Headliner
BY RANIA ANIFTOS 

L
il Baby has been added to 
the LA3C lineup, joining Malu-
ma as headliner for the two-day 
festival. Originally announced 

headliner Megan Thee Stallion can no lon-
ger perform at the event due to “unforeseen 
circumstances,” so the “California Breeze” 
rapper will step in atop the Saturday night, 
Dec. 10, bill.

“We are excited to share that Lil 

Baby will be headlining #LA3C on Satur-
day, December 10,” the festival shared on In-
stagram. “Due to unforeseen circumstanc-
es, Megan @TheeStallion will no longer be 
performing at this year’s festival. She sends 
her sincerest apologies to all her fans.”

LA3C — Penske Media Corporation’s 
new music, art and food festival — will 
take place Saturday and Sunday, Dec. 10-11, 
at Los Angeles State Historic Park. SEV-
ENTEEN and Snoop Dogg also lead the 
performance lineup, along with additional 
acts including R&B band Free Nationals, 
Regional Mexican star Gerardo Ortiz, 
Colombian singer Fonseca, Spanish art-
ist Marc Segui, producer Shawn Wasabi, 
Mexican-American singer Monogem, R&B 
singer Shea Diamond, hip-hop artist Chi-
cocurlyhead and more.

The “Savage” rapper was announced as an 
original LA3C headliner back in September, 
alongside Sunday headliner Maluma. In a 
statement from PMC, Megan Thee Stallion 
sent her “sincerest apologies” to fans for the 
cancellation.

The LA3C festival, with headliners Lil 
Baby and Maluma, is slated to run from 1 to 
10 p.m. PT on Saturday, Dec. 10, and noon to 
9 p.m. PT on Sunday, Dec. 11. All attendees 
must be 21+. See everything you need to 
know about the inaugural event, including 
how to get tickets, here.

Penske Media Corporation is the parent 
company of Billboard. 

Chuu Removed 
From LOONA 
Amid Back-and-
Forth Reports 
Between K-Pop 
Group & Label
BY JEFF BENJAMIN 

C
huu is no longer a member of 
the K-pop girl group LOONA, 
and the events surrounding the 
exit have raised eyebrows in Ko-

rea’s media and music industry.
BlockBerryCreative, the K-pop girl 

group’s label, announced through LOONA’s 
online “fan cafe” on Friday that Chuu had 
been expelled and withdrawn from the 
12-member outfit. The fan cafe post is 
only available to subscribers of the Korean 
site, but local media widely shared the 
news and statement. In the report, the 
agency cited an investigation that found 
Chuu using “violent language” and “misuse 
of power toward staff” (as shared by transla-
tions from Soompi).

BlockBerryCreative and Chuu’s relation-
ship has been a source of concern among 
fans and prone to media speculation in the 
past year.

In the spring, rumors surfaced that Chuu 
took legal action in 2021 to cut parts of her 
exclusive contract with BlockBerryCreative. 
By summertime, the stories evolved to Chuu 
joining a new management label and setting 
up her own agency. BlockBerryCreative 
denied any management changes. Still, the 
23-year-old did not participate in LOONA’s 
world tour that visited North America, 
Europe and Asia from August to October 
this year or their recent Japanese single 
“Luminous.” Chuu has stayed busy, with 
many television appearances, growing a 
YouTube channel, and releasing solo singles 
as LOONA’s most visible member.

In the spring, Chuu was rumored to have 
taken legal action in 2021 to cut parts of her 
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exclusive contract with BlockBerryCre-
ative. By summertime, the stories ranged 
from Chuu joining a new management 
label to setting up an agency all on her own. 
BlockBerryCreative denied that she was 
transferring management. Still, the 23-year-
old did not take part in LOONA’s world tour 
that visited North America, Europe and 
Asia from August to October of this year, or 
their recent Japanese single “Luminous.” 
Chuu has stayed busy, with many television 
appearances, growing a YouTube channel 
and releasing solo singles as LOONA’s most 
visible member.

On Nov. 28, BlockBerryCreative followed 
up with another statement saying that 
the expulsion was not in retaliation. The 
label said it’s up to the parties involved to 
share specific evidence. It asked the media 
to refrain from speculative reporting, after 
noting articles that doubted BlockBerryCre-
ative’s claims and intentions.

Billboard repeatedly reached out to a 
BlockBerryCreative representative for com-
ment as the stories unfolded. The rep con-
firmed Chuu’s removal from LOONA and 
pointed to previously shared statements.

Several K-pop stars and industry profes-
sionals have shown public support for Chuu. 
Singer Sunmi posted a selfie of her with 
Chuu after the expulsion news dropped, 
while Korean music journalist Joy Park 
shared her memories of Chuu and a signed 
LOONA album on her Twitter account. 
Kim Do Heon, another Korean music critic, 
criticized BlockBerryCreative’s state-
ment through a Twitter post.

For her part, Chuu shared a short state-
ment through an Instagram Story post. On 
Monday, the star wrote that she was not 
contacted about nor does she know anything 
about the recent events. She shared that 
she would release another statement soon 
but told fans she hadn’t done anything they 
would disapprove of.

Another report surfaced on Monday say-
ing that nine of the remaining 11 LOONA 
members (Heejin, Haseul, Yeojin, Kim Lip, 
Jinsoul, Choerry, Yves, Go Won and Olivia 
Hye) were taking legal action to break their 
contracts with BlockBerryCreative. The 
agency dismissed the rumor. A BlockBer-
ryCreative representative told Billboard that 

the report is “groundless.”
LOONA (whose Korean name trans-

lates to “Girl of the Month”) began their 
journey in 2016 with the ambitious plan 
of introducing each member with her own 
solo music and splinter units between the 
members before all 12 members finally 
came together in August 2018 for the [+ 
+] EP. LOONA has since earned multiple 
entries on World Albums and even sent 
their [12:00] album to the Billboard 200. 
The group hit No. 1 on World Digital Song 
Sales with their songs “365” and “Shake It” 
and also became one of the few K-pop acts 
to enter the Pop Airplay chart with an 
English single, “Star.” 

Paramore, 
Imagine Dragons, 
Kane Brown & 
More to Headline 
Bud Light Super 
Bowl Music Fest 
2023
BY RANIA ANIFTOS 

T
he 2023 Bud Light Super 
Bowl Music Fest is taking over 
the Footprint Center in Phoenix, 
Arizona, for its fourth installment 

and, as usual, the event has a star-studded 
lineup of performers that were announced 
on Tuesday (Nov. 29).

The festival kicks off Thursday night (Feb. 
9) with Paramore taking the stage along 
with a special guest to be announced. On 
Friday (Feb. 10), Dave Matthews Band will 
perform and DJ Pee .Wee (Anderson .Paak) 
will give fans a full DJ set. The three-night 
music festival wraps on Saturday night 
(Feb. 11), the day before Super Bowl LVII 
with performances by Imagine Drag-
ons and Kane Brown.

“Music and football are core to Bud 
Light’s DNA, and we’re thrilled to bring our 

annual Bud Light Super Bowl Music Fest 
to Phoenix,” said Lane Joyce, director of 
experiential marketing for Bud Light, in a 
press statement. “Beyond the Super Bowl 
itself, our three-day festival has become the 
marquee event of Super Bowl week. This 
year, we have an all-star line-up of musi-
cians from various genres, ensuring we have 
something for all fans whether they’re trav-
eling early for the game or live right here In 
Arizona.” 

“Super Bowl Music Fest is a once-in-a-
lifetime experience, and Footprint Center is 
honored to be this year’s host,” added Ralph 
Marchetta, general manager of Footprint 
Center. “We look forward to welcoming 
fans for three nights of incredible music 
and showcasing downtown Phoenix as an 
entertainment destination.”

Tickets for the 2023 Bud Light Super 
Bowl Music Fest go on sale Dec. 2 here at 10 
a.m. local time. See more information about 
the event here. 

Kygo to Debut 
Winter Edition 
of Palm Tree 
Music Festival In 
Aspen With Co-
Headliner Jack 
White
BY KATIE BAIN 

K
ygo may be mostly closed asso-
ciated with swaying palm trees 
and gentle ocean waves, but the 
producer’s Palm Tree Music 

Festival is expanding to a location with a lot 
more snow.

Today (Nov. 30), the producer announces 
his Palm Music Tree festival will set-up 
shop in the ski haven of Aspen, Colorado 
this Feb. 24-25.

Kygo will headline one night of the event, 
with Jack White headlining the second. 
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The rest of the lineup includes Gryffin, King 
Princess, Cannons and Forester, with ad-
ditional acts to be announced in the coming 
months.

“Aspen holds a special place in our hearts, 
and we love spending time there,” Kygo 
tells Billboard. “We thought it would be fun 
to bring to the festival to a beautiful location 
that has provided so many incredible memo-
ries over the years and with partners who 
are like family to us.”

The Aspen edition of Palm Tree Music 
Festival is produced by Kygo’s own Palm 
Tree Crew, along with Belly Up Aspen and 
C3 Presents. This is the event’s first ever 
winter edition, with the other U.S. show 
happening in The Hamptons this past June 
and additional recent editions in Croatia and 
Cabo San Lucas, Mexico.

While winter temperatures are perhaps 
counterintuitive to the sea breeze and 
boats of Kygo persona, the Aspen edition 
of Palm Tree Music festival does much to 
expand the leisure-centric lifestyle brand 
that the Norwegian producer born Kyrre 
Gørvell-Dahll and his manger Myles Shear 
have built over the years. In Kygo’s Bill-
board cover story this past March, the pair 
noted how their goal with Palm Tree is to 
emulate Jimmy Buffett’s massively success-
ful Margaritaville lifestyle brand.

This makes the upcoming Aspen event 
something of a full circle moment, with 
Kygo and Shear first meeting the AM radio 
icon years ago at the Belly Up venue in — 
you guessed it — Aspen.

“To be able to produce an event like this 
here in our community is something we 
have been diligently working on for a long 
time,” say David and Danny Goldberg of 
Belly Up Aspen.

“We are super proud to launch our first 
winter edition of Palm Tree Music Festival 
in Aspen and build something that has never 
been done during the peak winter season 
in the middle of downtown Aspen,” adds 
Shear. “Palm Tree Crew is making history 
here in Aspen and we are stoked to finally 
see this event come to life.

Tickets for Palm Tree Music Festival 
Aspen go on sale tomorrow (Dec. 1.) 

Country Singer 
Jake Flint Dies 
at 37, Just Hours 
After Wedding
BY GIL KAUFMAN 

C
ountry singer Jake Flint died 
on Nov. 26 just hours after get-
ting married. According to EW, 
publicist Clif Doyal confirmed 

that the 37-year-old up-and-coming singer 
died in his sleep, with a cause of death not 
announced at press time.

The Oklahoma native’s death was an-
nounced over the weekend by manager 
Brenda Cline of Route 66 Entertainment, 
who wrote on Facebook, “With a broken 
heart and in deep grief I must announce 
that Jake Flint has tragically passed away. 
I’ve tried several times today to make a post, 
but you can’t comment on what you can’t 
process. The photo below is when Jake 
and I excitedly signed our artist manage-
ment contract. That was the beginning of a 
wonderful friendship and partnership. Jake 
was even more than that to me, I loved him 
much like a son.”

Cline called Flint the “funniest, most 
hilarious, hardest working, dedicated” artist 
she’s ever worked with, noting that they 
were about to embark on some business 
together after his wedding to wife Brenda, 
which took place just hours before his pass-
ing.

“Yes-yesterday. Jake has a million friends 
and I’m not sure how everyone will cope 
with this tragic loss,” Cline wrote. “We need 
prayers- it’s all so surreal. Please please pray 
for his new wife Brenda, Jake’s precious 
mother, his sister and the rest of his family 
and friends. This is going to be incredibly 
difficult for so many. We love you Jake and 
in our hearts forever.”

New wife Brenda also mourned 
Flint, writing on FB, “We should be going 
through wedding photos but instead I have 
to pick out clothes to bury my husband in. 
People aren’t meant to feel this much pain. 

My heart is gone and I just really need him 
to come back. I can’t take much more. I need 
him here.”

According to “Cowtown” singer Flint’s 
website, he was born in 1985 and raised in 
Holdenville, Oklahoma and was best known 
for his songs Oklahoma Red Dirt-style songs 
“Fireline” and “Hurry Up and Wait.” Flint 
pursued music spurred by his late father’s 
wish to share something with his son. After 
his dad was diagnosed with ALS, he asked 
some friends to teach him how to play gui-
tar, leading to the singer “float[ing] through 
life loving, hating, gaining, losing, experi-
menting, witnessing, missioning, sinning, 
breaking the law, paying the consequences 
while openly and candidly writing about it 
all.”

Flint’s friend and fellow musician, Mike 
Hosty, told The Oklahoman that the wed-
ding took place on a remote Oklahoma 
homestead on Nov. 26, just hours before the 
singer’s death. “It was rainy, but he’d rented 
a 40-by-60 circus tent,” Hosty said. “They 
put up a bunch of carpets over the mud and 
then got two pieces of three-and-a-quarter-
inch plywood and set it on the ground — and 
that was my stageJake goes, ‘Is that gonna 
be all right for you?’ And I go, ‘Jake, that’s 
perfect.’ A piece of plywood or a flatbed 
trailer is where I shine.”

Hosty called his late friend a “singer-
songwriter, through and through, and just 
a big personality… a big heart, and [he’d] 
bend over backwards to do anything for you. 
When any musician asks you to play at their 
wedding it’s one of those most important 
days… and it’s always an honor.”

Flint’s most recent album was June 
2021’s Live and Socially Distanced at Mer-
cury Lounge, which included the songs 
“What’s Your Name,” “Drugged, Drunk and 
Alone/Your Cheatin’ Heart,” “Hard Livin’” 
and “Cold in This House.” Previous studio 
releases included a self-titled 2020 album 
and 2016’s I’m Not OK. 
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BTS Docuseries 
‘Monuments: 
Beyond the Star’ 
Due Out on 
Disney+ in 2023
BY GIL KAUFMAN 

T
he new year will bring a bounty 
of BTS material for ARMY. In 
the midst of the group’s ongoing 
hiatus and flurry of solo activ-

ity, Disney+ has announced that it will 
air a documentary series about the K-
pop icons in 2023 that promises to feature 
plenty of unseen footage from throughout 
their rise to global stardom.

BTS Monuments: Beyond the Star is 
described as a “music docu-series” focusing 
on the seven-member group that will stream 
exclusively on Disney+ that will “chart the 
incredible journey of 21st century pop icons 
BTS,” according to NME. Promising “un-
precedented access,” the series will feature 
music and video footage shot over the band’s 
nine-year career, as well as a look at their 
daily lives and thoughts as they plan for 
their “second chapter.”

In a preview video unveiled on Wednes-
day (Nov. 30) on the Disney+ Singapore 
Twitter feed, the band promise that the se-
ries will feature the timeline of their growth 
and music from the beginning through today 
via “candid stories that have never been 
told.” Spokespeople for BTS and Disney+ 
could not be reached for comment at press 
time about the air date of the show in the 
United States.

Disney+ hasn’t yet announced when the 
shows will air in the U.S. “I hope you find 
new sides of us that are previously unseen,” 
Jungkook says at the end of the clip. BTS 
announced in July that they were going on 
hiatus, later promising to reunite at some 
point. In the meantime, they are all working 
on solo projects and the members are ex-
pected to begin signing up for their manda-
tory military service.

In the meantime, Jungkook recently 
performed at the opening ceremony for the 
World Cup in Qatar and RM is preparing the 
release of his debut solo album, Indigo, due 
out on Friday (Dec. 2). 

Disturbed’s 
‘Divisive’ Debuts 
at No. 1 on Hard 
Rock, Alternative 
Album Charts
BY KEVIN RUTHERFORD

D
isturbed crowns Billboard’s Top 
Alternative Albums and Top 
Hard Rock Albums charts, 
as Divisive bows at No. 1 on the 

Dec. 3-dated rankings.
Divisive starts with 26,000 equivalent al-

bum units earned in the Nov. 18-24 tracking 
week, according to Luminate, with 22,000 
units via album sales.

Disturbed now boasts six No. 1s on Top 
Hard Rock Albums and five on Top Alter-
native Albums, which each began in 2007. 
The David Draiman-fronted band first 
ruled with 2008’s Indestructible and had 
most recently led with 2018’s Evolution. 
Disturbed’s only album in that span to hit 
No. 1 on Top Hard Rock Albums but not Top 
Alternative Albums was its 2011 B-sides 
round-up The Lost Children, which peaked 
at No. 4 on the latter list.

Only two acts have more No. 1s on Top 
Hard Rock Albums than Disturbed: Five 
Finger Death Punch and Pearl Jam, with 
seven apiece.

Most No. 1s, Top Hard Rock Albums 
7, Five Finger Death Punch 
7, Pearl Jam 
6, Disturbed 
6, Foo Fighters 
6, Korn 
6, Linkin Park 
5, Breaking Benjamin 
5, Lamb of God 
5, Marilyn Manson 

5, Nickelback
Divisive also begins at No. 3 on both Top 

Rock & Alternative Albums and Top Rock 
Albums.

On the all-format Billboard 200, the 
album debuts at No. 13. The band counts five 
total No. 1s on the all-genre chart, beginning 
with Believe in 2002. The set also starts as 
the highest arrival on Top Album Sales, 
at No. 3, behind only Taylor Swift’s Mid-
nights (57,000) and Michael Jackson’s reis-
sued Thriller (27,000).

Concurrently, four songs from Divisive ap-
pear on Hot Hard Rock Songs, paced by 
lead single “Hey You” at No. 5. The song 
earned 2.7 million audience impressions on 
radio and 903,000 official U.S. streams from 
Nov. 18-24. It’s followed by “Bad Man,” new 
at No. 6 (1.6 million airplay impressions, 1.2 
million streams and 1,000 sold).

“Hey You” ruled Mainstream Rock 
Airplay for three weeks in September, while 
“Bad Man” lifts 19-18 in its second week on 
the ranking. 

Eladio Carrión’s 
‘Sen2 Kbrn Vol. 
2’ Debuts in Top 
5 on Top Latin 
Albums Chart
BY PAMELA BUSTIOS

E
ladio Carrión secures his third 
top 10 on Billboard’s Top Latin 
Albums chart as Sen2 Kbrn, Vol. 
2 debuts at No. 4 on the Dec. 3-dat-

ed list. The album is the follow-up to Sen2 
Kbrn, Vol. 1 which debuted and peaked at 
No. 20 in July 2021.

Sen2 Kbrn, Vol. 2 was released Nov. 18 
via Rimas Entertainment. The set debuts in 
the top five on Top Latin Albums and Latin 
Rhythm Albums with 10,000 equivalent 
album units earned in the U.S. after its first 
tracking week ending Thanksgiving Day, 
Nov. 24, according to Luminate. Vol. 2 also 
launches at No. 121 on the overall Billboard 
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200, the only one of the Sen2 Kbrn volumes 
to score an entry there.

On the multi-metric Top Latin Albums 
chart, each unit equals one album sale, or 
10 individual tracks sold from an album, or 
3,750 ad-supported or 1,250 paid/subscrip-
tion on-demand official audio and video 
streams generated by songs from an album.

The majority of Vol. 2’s opening sum de-
rives from streaming equivalent album units 
which equates to 15 million on-demand 
official streams for the album’s songs.

As mentioned, with the new entry, Car-
rión earns his third straight top 10, after 
another volume 2 album. Sauce Boyz 2 gave 
the Puerto Rican rapper his highest mark 
on the tally to date: a No. 2 debut and peak 
in December 2021. Previously, Carrión 
achieved his first entry and top 10 through 
the No. 8 high Sauce Boyz in 2020.

Meanwhile, Sen2 Kbrn, Vol. 2 gives Car-
rión his fourth straight top 10 on Latin 
Rhythm Albums, including the No. 8-peak-
ing Monarca in January 2021.

As Vol. 2 arrives, two songs from the 
album debut on the Hot Latin Songs chart. 
“Mbappe,” the track dedicated to French 
soccer player Kylian Mbappé, leads the new 
recruits, debuting at No. 21, largely from its 
streaming activity, with 17.7 million official 
streams logged in the week ending Nov. 24. 
It also grants Carrión his highest charting 
title on the multi-metric tally.

Meanwhile, “Gladiador” follows at No. 39, 
likely from its streaming activity (1.5 million 
official streams). Hot Latin Songs blends air-
play, streaming activity, and digital sales. 

Nickelback to 
Be Inducted Into 
Canadian Music 
Hall of Fame at 
2023 Juno Awards
BY PAUL GREIN 

U
PDATE (Nov. 30): Actor Simu 
Liu is set to return as host of the 
2023 Juno Awards. Liu will be 
the first person to host the Junos 

two years in a row since comedian and ac-
tor Russell Peters, who hosted in 2008-09. 
Liu, a Chinese-born Canadian actor, is best 
known for portraying Shang-Chi in the 
2021 blockbuster Shang-Chi and the Legend 
of the Ten Rings. Last year, in his Juno host-
ing debut, Liu gave an “I am Canadian!” 
speech that went viral.

PREVIOUSLY (Nov. 15): Nickel-
back will be inducted into the Canadian 
Music Hall of Fame as part of the 2023 
Juno Awards. The show, which is Canada’s 
equivalent of the Grammys, will be held 
at Rogers Place in Edmonton, Alberta, on 
March 13. The band was formed in the town 
of Hanna, Alberta.

“Returning home to Alberta, where 
everything started for us, is truly a full 
circle, milestone moment for the band,” 
Nickelback frontman Chad Kroeger said in 
a statement. “We take so much pride in our 
Canadian roots and are extremely humbled 
by this honour.”

Nickelback will perform on the show 
as part of the tribute. It will be their sixth 
performance on the Junos.

Since winning their first Juno in 2001 for 
best new group, Nickelback has amassed 
a total of 12 awards at the show. They won 
group of the year four times between 2002 
and 2009; single of the year for “How You 
Remind Me” in 2002; album of the year 
for Dark Horse in 2009; and the Fan Choice 
award in both 2004 and 2009, among other 
awards.

Nickelback has a mixed track record at 

awards shows outside of their native Cana-
da. They have yet to win a Grammy (despite 
six nods over the years, including record of 
the year for “How You Remind Me”). They 
have, however, won seven Billboard Music 
Awards, two American Music Awards, two 
MTV Video Music Awards and one People’s 
Choice Award, among others.

Nickelback will debut their tenth studio 
album, Get Rollin’ on Nov. 18. The group’s 
last seven studio albums made the top 10 on 
the Billboard 200. They topped that chart 
with All the Right Reasons in 2005.

The Canadian Music Hall of Fame was 
established by CARAS in 1978 to acknowl-
edge artists who have made an outstanding 
contribution to Canadian music.

Previous Hall of Fame inductees include 
both solo artists (such as 2022 recipient 
Deborah Cox) and groups. Other pop and 
rock bands that have receive the honor 
include The Guess Who, The Band, Rush, 
Triumph, Loverboy, April Wine, Bachman-
Turner Overdrive, Barenaked Ladies and 
Cowboy Junkies.

Calgary, Alberta native and four-time 
Juno nominee Tate McRae will also 
perform at the show. McRae, 19, made the 
top 20 on the Billboard Hot 100 with “You 
Broke Me First

Manager and promoter Ron Sakamoto 
will be the recipient of the Walt Grealis 
Special Achievement Award. A longtime 
collaborator of Canadian superstar Shania 
Twain, Sakamoto has represented some of 
the biggest names in music, including The 
Guess Who, Bryan Adams, Bee Gees, KISS, 
and Keith Urban. Sakamoto will receive 
the honor at the 2023 Juno Opening Night 
Awards on March 11.

This will be the Juno Awards’ first time in 
Edmonton in 19 years. The show, produced 
by Insight Productions, will broadcast and 
stream live across Canada at 8 p.m. ET/5 
p.m. PT on CBC TV, CBC Gem, CBC Radio 
One, CBC Music, CBC Listen, and globally 
at CBCMusic.ca/junos and on CBC Music’s 
Facebook, YouTube and Twitter pages. 
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