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The softer side of Kesha. Pop’s outspoken star 
opens up to Andrew Bevan about difficult times, 
her next chapter, and dropping the dollar sign. 
Photographed by Giampaolo Sgura.
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RIDER

Kesha wears a Michael 
Michael Kors faux-fur 

jacket, $295. Longchamp 
top, $290. Martine Ali cuffs, 

$180–$295 each. Janis 
by Janis Savitt studded 

bracelets, $395 each. 
Details, see In This Issue.

 FASHION EDITOR: 
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W
hy are we here?” I ask Kesha Rose Sebert as  
we lie down on a bubble gum–pink blanket  
(that reads more childhood bedroom than picnic) 
on a serene, secluded grassy knoll at Will Rogers 
State Historic Park in Los Angeles. “I like being 
outside in big, open spaces; it makes me feel  

happy and free,” she replies. “I come hiking here a lot. I thought it  
would be a nice place to do this.”

I first interviewed the wild child of pop in 2011 in a sterile San 
Francisco hotel conference room surrounded by an ambiguous team of 
people. Regardless of the fact that it was 10 a.m., the rock star tirelessly kept 
up the magic of her persona, arriving in full-on superhero regalia and a face 
heavily frosted with large crystals. Under bad fluorescent lighting, I asked her 
a slew of hard-hitting questions, like which Muppet is her favorite (Animal, 
naturally), and if she liked crunchy or smooth peanut butter (crunchy).

Within seconds of meeting her again, on a recent sweltering California 
afternoon, I knew this was going to be a vastly different experience with 
a vastly different girl. I arrive early to find the 27-year-old already there—a 
true unicorn moment when it comes to interviewing musicians, as far as 
this writer is concerned. She welcomes me with a giant hug, followed by 
a surprisingly innocent girl-next-door shrug and smile. No face paint, no 
futuristic costume, no exaggerated gusto in sight. She has bare feet, a mop of 
bed-head hair, and a freckled, makeup-free face. Clad in cutoffs and a Guns 
N’ Roses tee (which she literally bought off a guy’s back at a bar in Nashville, 
her hometown), she evokes a warmer, more sixties, Marianne Faithfull 
quality than a steely, sexualized, Blade Runner mystique. I immediately see a 
different side of a girl who has built her multiple-multiplatinum career  ➤
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(seven consecutive top-10 hits, including the ubiquitous 
“TiK ToK,” the world’s biggest-selling digital single of 
2010) with flashy parrrty anthems, a risqué style, and a 
take-no-prisoners attitude since she was signed at age 
18. Though she is at times polarizing, you would have to 
be made of stone, or living under one, to not have at least 
bobbed your head and hummed along to a Kesha track at 
some point—probably at 1 a.m.

Over the last five years, music’s good-time gal has 
written and performed buoyant (and sometimes raunchy) 
YOLO-themed soundtracks fit for high school ragers and 
wedding reception sing-alongs without skipping a beat. 
Yet the singer knew she needed 
to take a break and face a serious 
personal problem. “Let’s just get 
the elephant out of the room,” 
she says, pausing. “My eating 
disorder is something I’ve been 
struggling with for a while. 
People will make up stories, 
but I went to rehab for an eating 
disorder—nothing more and 
nothing less.” In January, Kesha 
entered Timberline Knolls, a 
Chicago-area women’s inpatient 
facility, subsequently canceling 
her spring tour. “Making my 
last record, Warrior, was a 
pretty miserable process, and 
it wore my spirit down. I was 
fighting like hell to keep my 
whole irreverent essence and 
everything raw and visceral that 
I stand for in it, but in the end I 
was promoting something that 
wasn’t the animal I wanted it to be. I decided to face 
my problem head-on.”

Battling inner demons is hard for anyone, 
but when your job is to be a poster child of kick-
ass confidence, continually belting out empowering, 
self-penned lyrics only intensifies the wake-up call. “My 
whole message is to love who you are and accept all your 
beautiful imperfections. When I felt I was slipping into 
unloving territory with myself, I knew I had to listen to 
my own advice and correct it,” Kesha explains as we turn 
in unison onto our stomachs, a sprinkler hissing faintly 
in the distance. “I have a public persona where I need to 
be fun all the time, and I refuse to be a hypocrite. I felt I 
needed to get help, not only for myself but also for my 
fans. My worst fear in life is to be fake.”

In today’s TMZ-dominated culture, we are no 
strangers to watching the almost expected, epic tabloid-
worthy pitfalls of pop stars, actors, and socialites in a 
Hunger Games kind of way. Kesha is eager to prove she’s 
evolving rather than unraveling. “To have a breakthrough 

you have to have a breakdown, and I definitely went through 
both of those—in hindsight, it saved my life,” she admits. 
“Things got worse because I’m in an industry where people 
photograph your body and zoom in and blow it up and 
put it on the cover of magazines, and other people make 
terrible comments.” She’s likely referring to the intense public 
scrutiny she received in 2011, when bikini photos of her on 
an Australian beach went viral. “It really messed with my 
head, and I realized I couldn’t do it by myself,” she reveals. 
“The decision to take control of it is the scariest thing I’ve 
ever done, and this is coming from someone who dives with 
sharks and jumps out of airplanes for fun.”

Kesha was able to write 14 
new songs during her two months 
in rehab with the help of a toy Casio 
keyboard. “The whole process has 
made me so much stronger and 
ready to take my life by the horns 
and make a record that I’m going 
to be proud of and not care what 
anybody else thinks!” she exclaims. 

 With treatment came a fresh 
outlook on life, complete with an 
updated, non-self-deprecating 
Twitter handle (she switched from 
@keshasuxx to @KeshaRose) and 
a slight yet powerful tweak to her 
moniker: She swapped the infamous 
“$” for a good old-fashioned “s”—
which, Kesha assures me, is way 
less symbolic than it may seem. “To 
be honest, I think I just outgrew the 
dollar sign,” she says nonchalantly.

Do we need to brace 
ourselves for an entirely grown-

up sound with zero remnants of glass smashing and 
tabletop dancing? “I’m not going to be making a lullaby 

jazz record. My music will always have balls until I’m an 
85-year-old crazy granny, so don’t be worried about that,” 

the star affirms, adding that she’s been playing Fleetwood 
Mac and Black Sabbath on heavy rotation. “I was writing 
a song called ‘Child of the Moon’ in the car before you got 
here. It has a Stevie Nicks–witchy vibe. I’m making songs that 
are really weird, and they make me happy again. That’s what 
music should do.”

Her musical roots were laid down early by her 
songwriting, former punk-rock singer mom, Pebe (who 
entered Timberline Knolls around the same time as Kesha, 
for post-traumatic stress disorder). Kesha grew up in 
recording studios and fell in love with country music, despite 
announcing at age 5 (naked and covered in body paint) that 
she was going to be a rock star at all costs. “I wanted to be a 
girl version of the Beastie Boys. And when I did that, many 
thought of me as a dismissable party girl who was literally 
drinking whiskey 24/7, even though I’m not,” says Kesha, 

PLAY  
ANYTHING
Guess blouse, $98. On 
right hand, from top: Sarah 
Chloe ring, $108. Gabriela 
Artigas bracelet, $220. 
Aerin Erickson Beamon 
bracelet, $90. Giles & 
Brother cuff, $70. Jennifer 
Fisher cuff. Gabriela Artigas 
necklace, $160. Details,  
see In This Issue. 

BEAUTY NOTE:
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Soy Renewal Beach Spray 
evenly through your hair.
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who was actually born at a party in the San Fernando Valley 
in 1987 before moving to Tennessee. “I still love glitter and 
have a sarcastic sense of humor that only some get. But now 
people are seeing me more as a whole human.”

That’s part of what prompted her to do two seasons 
of the MTV docuseries Ke$ha: My Crazy Beautiful Life, 
filmed by her older brother, Lagan. “I wanted to show how 
hard I really work. I design my costumes and everything on 
my stage, I write every song that I sing, and I write for other 
people,” says the star, who has penned tracks for Miley 
Cyrus and Britney Spears (Kesha co-wrote the megahit 
“Till the World Ends”) and has collaborated with Iggy Pop, 
Will.i.am, and Pitbull. Also unknown to many about Kesha’s 
world: She has two rescue cats (that’d be Mr. Peeps and Mr. 
Fluffy Pants), takes four showers a day, and is a math whiz. “I 
want people to know that I have my s*** together,” she adds.

This summer Kesha (along 
with Ludacris and Brad Paisley) lends 
her expert advice on the new ABC 
singing-competition series Rising 
Star, hosted by Josh Groban. “I’m 
really excited to tell people how 
wonderful they are—and if they’re 
not, I’ll be kind,” says the nouvelle 
mentor of the talent show, which 
incorporates real-time voting by 
viewers via an app. “The concept uses 
social media in the most instantly grat-
ifying way—the audience is making 
that decision, not just the judges.” 

Now out from the security 
blanket of rehab and back into the 
spotlight, is she cautious about making 
new friends? “That’s a really interesting 
question,” Kesha says, pausing. “It’s 
hard to always trust people’s inten-
tions, but I can’t become too armored. 
I’m trying to keep myself open and 
hope great people fall into my life.”

She may be one of the guys on 
Rising Star’s expert panel, but she 
understands the importance of girl 
code. “Once you’re in, you’re in, and 
I’ll take a bullet for you,” says Kesha, 
who has spent years wreaking havoc 
with her gal pals in Haim. “The sisters 
are my best friends in the world.”

When I ask if she is dating, 
Kesha looks at me slyly, winks, and 
starts meowing. Though tight-lipped 
about her current love life, the singer 
admits to wanting authenticity and a 
little old-fashioned courting. “I can’t 
wrap myself around Internet dating. I 
like to put my faith in the serendipity 

HIT THE 
FLOOR
Buffalo David Bitton 
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$110. Topshop skirt, 
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of the universe, and technology just takes all the magic out 
of love,” she says. “Maybe I’m showing my age, but I sure as 
hell don’t want to find my husband on my cell phone. I don’t 
like the Internet. I use it only for shopping. Just for shoes.”

Her traditional streak disappears on the red  
carpet, however. When the entertainment world’s fashion 
police deemed her offbeat ensembles “garbage chic,” 
instead of fretting, the singer decided to give the prover-
bial middle finger. “I remember thinking, I don’t want to 
be pretty. Don’t call me pretty. If somebody called me that, 
it was almost offensive—I would put on more eyeliner 
or draw things down my face,” she confesses as we, like 
clockwork, rotate onto our backs and gaze upward. “There 
was a defining moment about six months ago—I think it 
was a breakup—where I decided that maybe I do want to 
try to be pretty—I want to just try.” continued  ➤ 155
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Kesha may be only starting to flex her sartorial 
muscles, but she’s proving a quick study. When she jumped 
out of her comfort zone in lacy, feminine gowns at the recent 
Life Ball in Vienna and the Billboard Music Awards, she was 
radiant, all smiles, and—excuse the cliché—a new person. 
“The insanity is not gone forever; it’s still there. I’ve only 
decided to wipe off all the face paint and try to wear beautiful 
dresses instead of completely insane things,” she explains, 
sitting up to lace her neon-trimmed sneakers. “I want to be 
more conscious of fashion because it’s an art form. Growing 
up relatively poor in the South, I closed myself off from it 
because it was so far out of my reach.” 

Though I can feel Kesha’s vulnerability as she prepares 
to begin another chapter—or most likely a whole other 
book—in her life, it is more clear than ever that not much is 
unattainable for this fearless, ever-determined woman. 

Kesha tells me she’s going on a quick run before 
taking off. I thank her for her genuine honesty and for 
sharing her story with me. She gives me a hug goodbye, 
seeming even more dauntless than she was a mere two 
hours ago. With clear fervor, she runs up the mountain onto 
a distant hiking trail, spawning a million heartening meta-
phors in my head. 

Later I unearth and listen to the surprisingly tame, 
melodic, and under-heard title track to Kesha’s debut album, 
Animal, that she had mentioned more than once as a favorite 
song that holds true meaning. The lyrics she penned at age 
21 pierce through my headphones: “I am in love with what 
we are/Not what we should be, and I am/I am starstruck 
with every part/Of this whole story...I’m not asleep, I’m up 
for the fight.” It seems Kesha has had the power all along—
she just had to learn to use it for herself. 

at press time with support for Stanford student and rape 
survivor Leah Francis through the hashtag #StandWithLeah, 
where users spoke out in response to school officials’ lenient 
punishment of her attacker. And in an unprecedented move, 
President Barack Obama formed a task force to address 
universities’ mishandling of sexual assault cases. There are 
currently 55 schools in the crosshairs of a federal investigation.

College junior Meghan was raped by two boys 
during her freshman year at the University of California, 
Berkeley, one of the schools under scrutiny. There was, 
she says, considerable pressure from her peers not to 
report what had happened. She ultimately decided against 
filing; the process, which involved lots of confusing 
policies and many different administrative offices, was 
too difficult. Twenty-three-year-old graduate Dana says 
she had a similar experience after she was stalked and 
raped during her sophomore year at Amherst. “When I 
finally reported it to a campus official, I was told to take 
time off, go home, get a job at Starbucks, and basically wait 
until my rapist graduated before returning,” she says. “At 
the time, it seemed like that was neither particularly nice 
nor ethical, but I had no idea it was also illegal.”

Dana is referring to Title IX, a law established in 
1972 that prohibits federally funded institutions from 
discriminating based on gender. The legislation calls for a 
prompt response to student complaints about sexual 
assault and accommodations for survivors. But while 
universities are, by law, supposed to enforce Title IX, that’s 
not always the case. “No school wants to be known as the 
university with a rape problem, so we see them 
persistently trying to sweep this under the rug,” says 
Dana, who cofounded Know Your IX, a campaign to 
educate students about their rights.

The good news is that, slowly but surely, colleges are 
making progress. All schools are required to have a Title IX 
coordinator on campus and are increasingly populated with 
victim advocates and support groups, counseling services, 
and a student body that’s passionate about change. Women’s 
rights advocacy organization UltraViolet is even petitioning 
to have sexual assault included among the rankings in The 
Princeton Review. “It’s funny, but I remember when I was 
looking at colleges and I cared so much about dining hall 
food,” Dana says. “Now that’s such an insignificant concern 
compared with safety.” —ALYSSA GIACOBBE
*Name has been changed.
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Dior boutiques. 150: Shirt, Nordstrom. Hair accessories, topshop 
.com. Gabriela Artigas barrette (worn on collar), $270 for set of 
two. gabrielaartigas.com. 151: Top, $1,120. Kirna Zabête, NYC. 
M&J Trimming ribbons, $1–$2 per yard. mjtrim.com. 152: Shirt, 
$595. burberry.com. Stylist’s own hair tie. Isabel Marant long 
earring and shark-tooth earring, both $115 per pair. Isabel Marant, 
NYC. Nektar De Stagni choker, $573. nektardestagni.com. 153: 
Blouse, Red Valentino, Las Vegas. M&J Trimming ribbon, $1 per 
yard. mjtrim.com. 

SNAPSHOT: REBECCA FINLEY
156: Sweater, $525. chintiandparker.com. Jeans, abercrombie.com. 
SFK camera strap, $80. sarahfranceskuhn.com. 

ALL PRICES APPROXIMATE.


