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12 Consuming Gaga'
Melanie L. Marshall

[Neil Strauss for Rolling Stone: So, you’re thinking, “I'm going to trick
this tdea down your throat”?

[Lady Gagal: Or seduce people to be interested in someching that is uncom-
fortable Why are we still talking about “Don’t ask, don’t tell”?
I’s like, what fucking year is it? It makes me crazy! And I have
been for three years baking cakes—and now I'm going to bake a
cake thar has a bitter jelly.

[NS]: Elaborate on that metaphor a little.

[LG]: The message of the new music is now more bitter than it was before.
Because the sweeter the cake, the more bitter the jelly can be. If
I had come out as who I was, no one would be listening. Now
people are listening. So I can be inspirational, and I'm in a dif-
ferent place in my life. Pm interested in different things. I've got
fame now. So I don’t want to write about it anymore.?

Thart’s what everyone wants to know, right? “What’s she gonna
look like when she dies? Whar’s she gonna look like when she’s
overdosed?” on whatever they think 'm overdosing on? Everybody
wants to see the decay of the supersrar.

Lady Gaga.’

Marian McAlpin, the protagonist of Margaret Atwood’s first novel The
Edible Woman, has a university degree, a job making marker research
questionnaires intelligible to the general public, and a boyfriend who fan-
cies himself a bit of a catch. Following her engagement to Peter, Marian
feels consumed by her fiancé and his magazine-perfect desires. She sympa-
thizes with objects of consumption, and becomes unable ro eat formerly liv-
ing organisms, first cutting out meats, then vegetables, and eventually she
begins ro wonder what is ground up to become viramin pills. She becomes
unable to think of herself in the first person; she loses her sense of self, her
‘I". Even before Marian became anorexic, she often thought of herself in
relation to food, particularly cake and ice cream. Marian considered her-
self and her women colleagues to be the ‘gooey layer in the middle’ of an
ice-cream sandwich.® The ‘upper crust’ is the executives and psychologists
upstairs, all men, and the mimeo and IBM machines downstairs form the
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bottom crust. It is only through baking (becoming a producer) that Mar-
ian regains her self and then her appetite for food. She bakes a light, white
sponge cake, flavored with vanilla and lemon, arranges it into the shape of
a woman, and decorates it with buttercream icing: a pink dress with floral
pattern in silver balls, chocolate icing hair, and green eyes. Marian offers it
to Peter as a substitute for her self, saying that he has been trying to destroy
her, to assimilate her. In fact, Peter doesn’t eat the cake at all. Marian eats
some of it—-‘the cake, after all, was only a cake’—and her lover, Duncan,
finishes it off, making for an uneasy ending. Through baking and cating the
cake, Marian recovers her voice and re-enters consumer society.

Some have suggested the cake in Lady Gaga’s ‘Cake like Lady Gaga’ refers
to cocaine, or money, perhaps; it certainly indicates the general notion of
excess outlined in the rest of the song.” In the teaser video by Terry Richard-
son, Lady Gaga writhes around in cake and icing. Even prior to this song,
people consumed Gaga in cake form. Cupcakes by ‘EclSpatial’, one with
white icing molded into a bow, like Lady Gaga’s white blond hair bows in
‘Poker Face’ and ‘Eh, Eh (Nothing Else Can I Say)’ (2009), the other, also
with white icing, reminiscent of the shoulder decorations on the Haus of
Gaga’s Origami Dress that Lady Gaga first wore in 2008.% Or a two-tier
Lady Gaga cake by ‘Charla Vail, with fondant Gagas, one in the white
Origami Dress, one in Jeremy Scott’s yellow jumpsuit and black Mickey
Mouse sunglasses (Jeremy Scott X Linda Farrow) seen in ‘Paparazzi’, all on
a predominately white background.” Jay Murphy of KAK (Kick Ass Kakes)
worked on a different scale altogether. He marked the entertainer’s visit to
Phoenix, Arizona with a larger-than-life Lady Gaga (5°9” and weighing
rather more than the singer at 180 Ibs) made from a wooden frame covered
with vanilla cake, vanilla buttercream and fondant icing.® Gaga has not
only inspired cakes. Baby Gaga is the original name of a white, vanilla and
lemon flavor artisan ice-cream, made in small quantities by The lcecrea-
mists in London’s Covent Garden from a top quality ingredient: human
breast milk.” Despite (or owing to?) the high price tag (almost £15 [US $§22]
a scoop) and the unusual ingredients, the parlor allegedly sold out of Baby
Gaga on the first day.

I am intrigued by these creations, the numerous Gaga cake images that
can be found online, and what they may say about the relationship between
celebrity, gender, fans and food. Ice cream and cake are calorie-laden,
nutrient-light ways to consume Lady Gaga, to bring about the ‘decay of
the superstar’.'® To point out that ice cream and cake are usually empty
calories is not to imply that Gaga is meaningless fluff. Popular culture does
important cultural work, both reflecting and shaping thought on current
issues intriguing society. Perhaps most commented on in Gaga’s case is the
dynamics of gender and sexuality; she arguably exhibits a new approach
to gender politics that Jack Halberstam has termed ‘gaga feminism’."’ But
that is not the only work that Gaga does or allows others to do. The ice
cream and many of the cakes have something in common: color. Baby
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Gaga ice cream is white, and most of the cakes 1 have seen online have a
white icing background. Baker Jay Murphy pointed out that white works
well in the chosen medium, yer I would suggest it indicates something
of Gaga’s cultural signifying too.'? She’s hardly a vanilla entertainer: she
qu{cler(ic)s heteronormative white femininity, as many contributors to
this volume have established, although this is not a consistent position.
‘Born This Way” and Gaga’s declaration of a body revolurion may call for
acceprance of physical difference but body is identity—a slight revision of
biology is destiny—is not necessarily a progressive stance and it cerrainly
lends ieself to politically conservartive arguments when it comes to gender
and race, for example, since it prioririzes essentialism over cultural con-
tingency and performativity.” This conservatism, though, may be entirely
appropriate since, contrary to its propaganda, the music industry rarely
takes risks, and since all of this takes place in a late capirtalist, neolib-
eral context. Gaga offers a model of decadent consumption, offset with
charitable work and actions, and continuing re-invention of the self that
sits well with the neoliberal notion that individuals are responsible for
themselves alone, and are entrepreneurs of the self. She sells the idea of an
autonomous, creative individual while simultaneously being contractually
beholden to her record company.™ Stefani Germanotta is both a laborer
in the music industry, and an entreprencur selling products (Lady Gaga,
records, lipstick, perfume, fashion).

Gaga has made being a misfit profitable. She appeals to an audience
of young people who identify with her feelings of not fitting in."* She has
championed gay rights, discussed the prevention of bullying with one of
US President Barack Obama’s staffers, and set up a foundation to ‘fos-
ter a more accepting socicty,” which embraces differences and celebrates
individuality.'* In a sense, being a misfit, never belonging to one place,
may be part of carly twenty-first century ncoliberalism. An identity tied
to a job or a profession, for example, is not available to all, given that
employers in so many sectors value the flexibility offered them by tem-
porary hires and short term contracts. Identity is increasingly bound up
with consumption.

My basic contention is that the Gaga brand is a form of Zizek’s ‘capi-
talism with a human face’, one that enables the late capitalist phenom-
enon of commodity activism and commodity feminism.'” By buying (into)

saga, consumers can buy ‘redemption from being only a consumerist’
through identification with the social causes she champions and par-
ricipation in her online community (littlemonsters.com) or other social
nerworks (particularly Twitter)." Morcover, Gaga encourages her Little
Monsters to share their own creative works and build their own nar-
ratives as consumer-producers; they contribute unpaid immaterial labor
to produce web content and help to define and shape the Gaga brand."”
Gaga is simultaneously a personal brand and a cultural product; although
originally conccived by Germanotta, Lady Gaga is the product of a team
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of strategic thinkers and creators who maximize profit through careful
management of brand partnerships, synchronization deals, merchan-
dizing, and development and exploitation of a consumer-producer base
though social media.?® While Little Monsters may contribute to the brand
on the social network without seeking the permission of Gaga first, the
Gaga team protects the brand from commercial exploitation by others, as
The Icecreamists discovered.

EXPLOITING GAGA

The Icecreamists created Baby Gaga breast milk ice cream to attract atten-
tion for the opening of their new boutique parlor in Covent Garden. They
worked closely with PR firm Taylor Herring Ltd from the start. In fact, the
PR company came up with the idea of a breast milk ice cream—it was one
of several they put to their client—and their management of the launch gar-
nered them an Event Award 2011 for best PR Event/Stunt.?' After placing
an advert on Mumsnet, The lcecreamists hired lactating mother and vol-
unteer breastfeeding educator Victoria Hiley to supply breast milk. Despite
the firm’s description of Hiley as a donor, echoed in many of the news
articles, she was compensated for her labor. The reported payment rate was
£15 for 10 fluid ounces, which probably amounted to less than the mini-
mum wage. (It takes some women 10-15 minutes to pump 1 oz.). Hiley’s
first batch of breast milk (30 fl oz) was mixed with cow milk cream and
turned into a Madagascan vanilla and lemon zest ice cream. It was served
in martini glasses by waitresses wearing costumes clearly reminiscent of

Lady Gaga that were designed by a fashion student ‘to keep overall costs to
a minimum’.?2? The ice cream reportedly sold out the first day.

Not everyone was enthusiastic: food critic Zoe Williams concluded, ‘At
first I liked it; then I didn’t mind it; then I hated it; then I wanted to be
sick.’?* The Food Standards Agency, the Health Protection Agency and
Westminster City Council expressed concerns about the ice cream’s suit-
ability for human consumption—something the PR company had antici-
pated and built into their strategy—and council officers took samples for
safety testing.”® And many people find the concept of breast milk ice cream
repulsive. Victoria Hiley, who initially provided the milk, said the ice cream
was ‘burlesque: It’s sexy and unsexy; beautiful and repellent.” Hiley stated
that she was pronounced ‘revolting,” was accused of spreading disease,
‘scolded for not donating to a milk bank [ . .. ] and [was] told to keep [her]
fluids’ to herself.’** Lady Gaga, or her lawyers, described it as ‘deliberately
provocative and, to many people, nausea inducing’.?¢

Like Lady Gaga, the controversial raw ingredient can be read as subver-
sive or conservative. Breast milk has a complex social, racial, and trans-
national history. It is arguably the principal source for women’s cultural
association with food and nurturing, since a normally lactating woman can
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sustain her infant solely with breast milk for ar least the first six months
of the child’s life. Human breast milk is often positioned as anti-capitalist
or at least non-capitalist. It is something most women’s (and some men’s)
bodies can make given certain hormones and physical stimulation; it is
healthicr than formula, and produced by women for their individual chil-
dren rather than by vast food corporations for anonymous consumers.?’
Yet breastfeeding is considered and experienced by some in industrial-
ized nations as tying a woman both to her child and to her home. More-
over, not all women are scen as producing equally healthy breast milk: in
some states, women with addictions to legal substances and who are from
underprivileged groups can be jailed for breastfeeding.” A state’s empha-
sis on the importance of breastfeeding may potentially be a regressive step
rather than a progressive step, unless it is accompanied by legal changes
and social acceprance of breastfeeding in public and in the workplace.?”
In contemporary USA, the labor of breastfeeding has racial and socio-
economic dimensions: within every subgroup, non-Hispanic black women
are less likely than non-Hispanic white women to continue breastfeeding,
while Hispanic women (whether black or white) and Asian women have
the highest breastfeeding rates overall.?® The majority of nursing women
who have paid work outside the home are in professional or flexible service
occupations, in part because these are the women who can arrange their
schedules to enable the continuation of breastfeeding, or whose employ-
ers offer time and privacy for nursing or pumping.’’ And one of the ways
a state may try to convince employers to support lactating workers is to
argue that children fed breast milk are healthier than formula-fed babies,
and therefore their parents take fewer days off to rend to sick kids. In other
words, in a neoliberal cconomic climate, in order to justify giving lactating
women who work outside the home the time and space to pump milk for
their babies while at work, or to feed their babies directly, breastfeeding is
given an cconomic value outside of the domestic sphere. This is not quite
the same as creating a market for breast milk, although such a market does
exist. Websites such as www.onlythebreast.com provide an unregulated
space for women to sell breast milk to others for feeding infants, or even to
supply the adult erotic lactation market (primarily men who like to drink
human breast milk).

The ick factor of food for adults made with human breast milk is prob-
ably a combination of the potential for discase transmission and the taboo
on consuming human bodily fluids—or perhaps it is more accurate to say
anonymous consumption of human body fluids, since sexually active part-
ners often share some bodily fluids—as well as the erotic connotations of
breasts in Britain and the US, among other cultures, and the implied sexu-
alized infantlization of the adult consumer.*? The Icecreamists boutique
is aimed at adults. The interior is decorated ‘like a sex shop from the 80s’
and they developed a line of ‘Vice Creams’ (ice creams and alcohol).? The
intro to The Icecreamists website (www.theicecreamists.com) employs a
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by now standard image in eroticized marketing of ice cream: a woman’s
mouth open wide, licking ice cream from a spoon, in this case. (European
adverts for Magnum ice cream employ similar images.) A subscquent
image captioned ‘sub zero medication’ has a woman with her bust burst-
ing out of a nurse costume feeding ice cream to an apparently naked and
very happy young man. Hiley appreciated the burlesque concept behind
the store, and apparently saw the breast milk ice cream and the result-
ing publicity as an opportunity to discuss breastfeeding more generally.
Unfortunately for Hiley, lactation politics does not sell newspapers or
ice cream; the ‘tacky’ quotes attributed to her in the official press release
(‘using my assets for a bit of extra cash?’) were used in preference to her
own words.*

Although there is an attempt to cast the breast milk ice cream as sexy
burlesque, comments from the company illustrate the conflicted sexual pol-
itics and stray in to misogyny. They describe the milk as organic and free
range—terms that normally refer to farm animals—and Matt O’Connor,
the owner, claims to be ‘challenging the preconceptions we have about
food, about farming. [ . . . ] About ice cream.” In one interview, O’Connor
stated ‘it [the boutique] looked more like a milking parlour than an ice
cream parlour™®; in another, he asked ‘{w]ould you rather have a checky
suckle of an attractive woman or a cheeky suckle of a cloven hoofed beast
covered in dung?™¥ Indeed, The Icecreamists are not the first to draw a par-
allel between lactating women and cows: recently, PETA, an organization
that is not known for its feminist politics, attempted to draw attention to
the suffering of dairy cows by suggesting Ben & Jerry’s should switch to
human breast milk.*® This is not anthropomorphizing cows but theriomor-
phizing women.

To associate this product with a woman celebrity, even one known for
burlesque, for courting controversy through unusual uses of food stuffs,
such as the meat dress, and, less charitably, for arguably playing along with
the music industry’s continued commodification of the female body, hardly
seems to be intended as an honor.*”* It is not homage like Ben & Jerry’s
Cherry Garcia, and the ‘nausea inducing’ product reportedly earned them
a cease and desist letter from Ate My Heart, Inc., Lady Gaga’s publisher,
on the grounds of trade mark infringement. The letter described the use of
Gaga-themed costumes as ‘clearly deliberate and intended to take advan-
tage of her reputation and good will.* O’Connor’s responsc was to deny
there was any reference to Lady Gaga, despite the similar name for the
ice cream and the servers’ costumes. He claimed the costumes were based
on Jean-Paul Gaultier’s cone bra designed for Madonna in 1990, and that
Gaga did not have legitimate grounds for complaint since she also recycled
pop culture.! He described the episode as a ‘storm in a D cup’ and said
Gaga had no sense of humor.*? While O’Connor took a dismissive tone in
media interviews, in the end, he had to change the name of the ice cream:
it is now called Baby Googoo.
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BAKING GAGA

The Lady Gaga cakes I have found pictured on the Interner appear to be fan
tributes thar for the most part are hand made. In contrast, the majority of
Beyone¢ and Rihanna cakes were decorated with photographs printed with
edible ink onro icing. This can be done via online mail order companies: the
customer uploads a photo, the company prints it on to icing and posts it out
for the customer to carefully transfer it to the cake. It appears that the DIY
creativity of Little Monster culture extends from the costumes many fans
make to wear to her live performances, and the poetry, photographs and
artwork they share on littlemonsters.com, to the cakes they make or order.
Even if some of these cakes are made by a professional baker, there seems
to be a qualitative difference between printed images of a photograph and
a molded fondant figurine in the implied personal touch. Cakes decorared
by hand are still luxury items not because of the rarity and expense of the
ingredients—sugar is now ubiquitous, especially in the form of corn syrup
and high fructose corn syrup, and it is so cheap thar it is used in many
convenience foods, savory and swect—but because of the time involved. A
Lady Gaga made from fondant icing and details in food coloring does not
only represent the time it took to make that specific Gaga, but also the time
it took to develop the necessary skills. It is the result of productive labor:
sugar work.

These cakes are a modern contribution to the history of food as art.™ At
least one was created by a professional. The life-size Gaga cake by Jay Mur-
phy was multi purpose: a fan’s commemoration of Gaga that extended and
demonstrated his skill, attracted free publicity and therefore potentially
brought in indirect business. It is thoroughly in keeping with a long tradi-
tion of sugar sculprures and with the history of theatrical window displays
in confectioners’ shops.

Murphy’s Gaga is dressed in a white fondant frosting decorated with
litele silver sugar balls. The design is modeled on the white body suit by
Somarta that Lady Gaga wore for Gagakoh, a collaboration with Terence
Koh, hosted by MAC Viva Glam and KCD Worldwide at the Tabloid night-
club in Tokyo on 19 April 2010.% Gaga and Koh walked to the show in
procession wearing white Shinto bridal headdresses by Balmung. In many
ways, Murphy’s creation owes something to US wedding traditions, namely
the nineteenth-century ornamental bride cake. This was commonly made
from angel food cake and covered with a hard white icing. The cake sym-
bolized the pure, virginal bride, and thus the wedding couple holding the
knife and cutting into the cake was analogous to the breaking of the hymen
and consummation of rthe marriage. Murphy’s vanilla cake Gaga is not
intended for consumption but for display, for visual consumption.s And,
like the untouched wedding cake in Dickens’s Great Expectations, it will
eventually decay. Said Murphy, ‘I hate to say I'll throw her away, but she’ll
break down one way or the other.* The life-size Gaga cake is decorative
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and transient, qualities that are, perhaps not coincidentally, attributed to
many women pop stars whose work is presumed to be inconsequential and
who are expected to have short careers.

CAKE LIKE LADY GAGA

To my knowledge, Lady Gaga has not baked a cake of herself, but she has
used cake as a metaphor to discuss her work and herself. In an interview
with Neil Strauss for Rolling Stone, for instance, she implied that initially
she had to be ‘sweet’ to get attention {from the record company? from the
public?) but that ‘sweet’ was not really her, or not completely her: ‘I have
been for three years baking cakes—and now I'm going to bake a cake that
has a bitter jelly. [ ... ] The message of the new music [presumably Born
This Way)] is now more bitter than it was before. Because the sweeter the
cake, the more bitter the jelly can be. If  had come out as who I was, no one
would be listening.”” Here, Gaga presents herself as an entrepreneur of the
self who carefully disguised the less palatable aspects of her interiority in
order to achieve success and the freedom to reveal her self, to come out as
who she is. The idea that Lady Gaga had kept part of herself closeted is not
one that Gaga normally pushes in interviews; she frequently insists instead
that there is no inner identity hiding inside Gaga.

A recent rap song, ‘Cake Like Lady Gaga’, also known as ‘Cake’
“Trap’, uses cake as a metaphor for wealth, luxury and excess. The kind of
consumption the song outlines is also an investment in image and it illus-
trates Gaga’s success in her neoliberal entrepreneurship of her sclf:

Private plane like Lady Gage

Sip champagne like Lady Oumm
Sold-out show like Lady Gaga
Big bank roll like Lady Gaga

Iced-out wrist, iced out chain

[...]
Diamond ring like Lady Gaga
[...]

Cake like Lady Gaga
Cake like Lady Gaga

Gaga used the song in her work for the Mugler Spring/Summer 2013 show
at Paris Fashion /x\mmw [t first appeared as an official ‘leak’.*® The usual nar-
rative is as follows: D] White Shadow, the producer, uploaded an incom-
plete sound file to SoundCloud and, on Twitter, announced a competition
to provide a vocal track. Some hours later, the experiment in crowd sourc-
ing was apparently over. Tara Savelo, Lady Gaga’s make-up artist, used
her Twitter account to share a link to another track on D] White Shadow’s
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SoundCloud with an apparently male voice rapping aboutr Gaga and cake.
An unnamed fan realized the voice had been manipulated, altered its pitch
and discovered it was Lady Gaga.

Gaga certainly plays with notions of white femininity by releasing a
track that, according to Spin, sounds like r rapper r and producer Tyler, the
Creator; she gave a cross-gender, black voice performance.® While this
challenges notions of white mo:::::., vocal performance, it does so through
a pastiche of black macho masculinity. The performance does not work
to dismantle racial categorics although it does highlight their existence.
She then employed the song in a collaboration with a major fashion house,
thus gaining further cultural capital. While on the one hand this challenges
notions of white femininity—white women singers just do not do black
male voices—it depends upon and reinforces white mc?n_dmn%.é The main
beneficiaries are institutions that regulate hegemonic whiteness.

Gaga has released two teasers of the video directed by Terry Richard-
son. A photo from the shoot released on Twitter depicts a brunette Gaga in
her underwear and high heel shoes, covered in cake and frosting with the
caption: ‘“The real CAKE isn’t HAVING what you want, I’s DOING what
you want’.*' This undercuts the avarice voiced in the lyrics by emphasiz-
ing action over acquisition and fits with the mission of the Born This Way
Foundation 1o ‘celebrate individuality, ‘encourage self-expression’ and
help young people to “feel empower[ed]’.”? Yet empowerment has become a
fuzzy notion, perhaps best illustrated by an article in the satirical newspa-
per The Onion, “Women Now Empowered By Everything A Woman Does’
which emphasized the idea that while women previously felr empowered
by ‘advancing in a male-dominated work world’, contemporary women

can feel empowered through consumerism: Banet-Weiser’s consumer femi-
nism.* _vm?aoénm:f Gaga foregrounds the kind of neoliberal subjectivi-
tics that obscure the fact %m” there are structural barriers to everyone being
able to do what they want: the idea that all individuals have the freedom to
do what they want presupposes a level playing field that does not exist and
cannot exist under neoliberal capitalism.
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Supplement
Poker-faced. Revealing Nothing

Martin Iddon

All go unto one place; all are of the dust, and all turn to dust again.

Ecclestastes 3:20

Elle, défunte nue en le miroir, encor
Que, dan Poubli fermé par le cadre, se fixe
De scintitlations sitor le septuor.

3

‘Ses purs ongles trés haut . . ., Stéphane Mallarmé

This final chapter is intended, in a wholly Derridean sense, as a supplement,
rather than a conclusion. It does nor, in and of itself, present anything ‘new’
abour Lady Gaga; indeed, the evidence it relies on in terms of Gaga herself
is precisely that which the previous chaprers have presented. The reader
looking for further insight, then, into Gaga gqua Gaga will find this chap-
ter, appropriately enough, empty. It is, as Derrida suggests the quality of a
supplement ought to be, un-necessary, excess to that which is truly essen-
tial. Yer I hope thar the reader looking for ways in which to debate what
precedes this final contribution in a wider frame will also find a particular
way in which it retlects upon the previous chaprers, bringing rogether at
least one of the strands which runs through them. Its interest is, on the one
hand, to reflect upon what the evidence of the volume might be capable of
saying in broader terms but, in a way which is, [ hope, coherent with this
chaprer’s more general thrust, not likely to reveal anything further about
Gaga ‘herself”. By contrast, Gaga here funcrions much more as a focus to
talk about what she might be capable of showing abour how aesthetics
(and inaesthetics) can be held to function in the contemporary world. Gaga
is, the reader should be warned in advance, palpably absent from the text
of this chapter for much of its duration. Indeed, the reader might (rightly)
suspect that she is only one of a number of potential examples that could
have been marshalled here. Thar the example could have been a different
one does not, I trust, take away from the degree to which Gaga is ideally
suited to the purposes of this chaprer.

Those purposes are, then, twofold. First, 1 seek to suggest, follow-
ing Badiou {and, in a sense, Hegel), that arr is a site where meraphysical



