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   Carter

“Troy is one of the most forward-thinking and creative executives in our 

business. He always advocates for what is right and fair for artists, but 

does so in a way that builds consensus within the industry.”—Steve Barnett
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A
s a manager, entrepreneur and 
innovator, Troy Carter epito-
mizes the modern-day vision-
ary. Based on his impressive 
track record, which has seen 
him nimbly navigating the risk/
reward tightrope, the 45-year-
old Carter can write his own 
ticket whenever he’s ready to 
begin his next chapter. 

All industry eyes are on him 
as he formulates his plan; at 
presstime, that move remained 
a mystery beyond the expec-
tation that he’ll return to his 
entrepreneurial roots. Rumor 
has it he’s forming a new media 

company with a vertical model for monetizing music 
assets via distribution, management, publishing, record-
ing and branding that will be built for the next evolution 
of the marketplace. It’s highly likely that he’ll be able to 
secure the millions in funding he’ll need to launch this 
startup, because Carter has long evidenced a knack for 
staying well ahead of the curve.

“Troy gets the true 360 of it all for artists, tech and music 
companies,” says Warner Bros. Records Co-Chairman/
COO Tom Corson. “His depth of experience in both busi-
ness and life is matched only by his undying curiosity and 
imagination, rare qualities to exist in a single person.”

Carter was certainly a huge difference-maker dur-
ing the 27 months he spent at Spotify, starting in June 
2016, as Global Head of Creator Services. Almost single-
handedly, Carter radically changed the perception of 
Spotify both inside and outside the business from that of 
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an indifferent partner of artists and labels to 
an extremely friendly and helpful collabora-
tor. The marketing team Carter put together 
was a key element, acting aggressively and 
efficiently in identifying shared goals and 
making good on them. 

The changes he initiated and oversaw 
occurred soon after the launch of Apple 
Music, a pivotal moment for Spotify in that 
mighty Apple was the Swedish company’s 
first bona fide competitor. At the time, nearly 
everyone, it seemed, believed Apple Music 
would blow Spotify out of the water. Instead, 
Carter transformed Spotify into a well-oiled 
marketing machine, and the company held 
its own even as Apple was offering artists big 
money for exclusives. This transformation 
served to add value to the company, greatly 
enhancing its attractiveness leading up to 
and following its direct listing on the NYSE 
earlier this year.

When Carter made his departure from the 
streamery in September 2018, he could take 
immense satisfaction in what he’d been able 
to accomplish during the most crucial years 
in the company’s history. Spotify CEO Daniel 
Ek showered praise on the departing exec. 
“By all measures, Troy has made a tremen-
dous impact at Spotify,” he said. “When he 
joined our team, there was skepticism from 
the artist community on streaming overall. 
Troy has been instrumental in changing that 
perception, and his efforts to establish true 
partnerships across the industry will be felt 
for years to come. He’s built a very capable, 
global team that embodies an artist-first 
approach, and this philosophy has been 
adopted across Spotify. We are in an excellent 
position to build on the momentum we’ve 
established well into the future.”

“Troy is one of the most forward-thinking 
and creative executives in our business,” says 
Capitol Music Group chief Steve Barnett, 
who knows Carter well. “He always advo-
cates for what is right and fair for artists, but 
does so in a way that builds consensus within 
the industry. He made a huge difference at 
Spotify; he brought in all the right people 
and really helped bridge the gap between the 
goals of that company and what was needed 
by independent and major-label artists alike. I 
think the world of Troy and always look for-
ward to what he has in store for us.”

In his statement, Carter gave a brief over-
view of his tenure. “I came to this company 
to help bridge the gap between Spotify and 
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the creative community,” he noted. “Over 
time, that goal evolved from fixing a chal-
lenge to building a global team focused on 
changing the game for artists around the 
world, partnering with them to help bring 
their creative visions to life in new and inno-
vative ways. I’m very proud of what we’ve 
achieved, but with so much accomplished, 
it was the right time to move out of the 
day-to-day into an advisory role. The know-
ledge, relationships and personal experiences 
will remain with me, and I know that this 
talented team is committed to continuing 
this important work.”

Given Carter’s track record, he’s 
approaching that advisory role with the same 
commitment he’s evidenced in every stage of 
his career.

 “Troy is a very interesting individual,” 
notes attorney Joel Katz, “because he is a 
unique mix of an entrepreneur and an opera-
tor. He has the ability to manage a business, 
but also the ability to begin a business and 
promote it to a level where it needs strong 
management, which he also does well. Troy 
is equally capable as an entrepreneur and as 
a manager, and there are very few individuals 
in our business who can do both.”

But before putting a smiley face on 
Spotify, before instituting order to the Prince 
estate, before guiding Lady Gaga on a 
unique path to unprecedented commercial 
success, Troy Carter was a rapper. 

A high school dropout from West 
Philadelphia, young Troy held a fervent 
belief that if his music made it into the hands 
of local breakouts Will Smith and DJ Jazzy 
Jeff Townes, he’d be on the road to riches.

Carter and two friends—Armique Shartez 
Wyche, aka Jazz, and Anthony Fontenot (Ant 
Live)—called themselves 2 Too Many. After 
recording a demo tape, they spent nearly six 
months hanging outside Townes’ studio in 
the hopes of a chance encounter. Townes saw 
them and continually ignored them. 

Carter got lucky one day when friends 
of his were in the studio. They let the three 
aspiring rappers in, and Smith took their 
tape and listened. “Will saw some potential 
in us,” Carter told NPR in 2017. “He drove 
us home that night and basically told our 
parents that, you know, he had us covered. 
We were going to be OK.”

That demo led to Jive signing the act 
and releasing their lone album, Chillin’ Like 
a Smut Villain, in 1992. Then it was over. 

60 61

“Troy gets the true 360 of it 
all for artists, tech and music 
companies. His depth of experience 
in both business and life is 
matched only by his undying 
curiosity and imagination, rare 
qualities to exist in a single 
person.”—Tom Corson

TWO LEGENDS, NO WAITING: With Jon Platt



Carter joked at a UJA event in 2018 that 
“It was probably the fastest signing and 
dropping in history.” 

The chance meeting with Smith, how-
ever, led to a next step—a 1989 meet-
ing with Smith’s business partner, James 
Lassiter. “In my soul, I wanted to be less 
Fresh Prince and more James,” Carter said 
in that NPR interview. “So I just kind of 
put myself under James. And James became 
my teacher.”

He became Jazzy Jeff’s assistant in 1993 
and played the same role for Lassiter start-
ing in 1997. When Smith, Lassiter and their 
company Overbrook moved to L.A., Carter 
made the move too. But when Lassiter 
fired Carter over a car-service bill in 1998, 
he returned to Philly, hooking up with J. 
Erving, son of Sixers legend Julius “Dr. J” 
Erving, to launch Erving Wonder. Their 
first client was Eve.

Despite having no experience, Carter 
became her manager, helping her on a Cash 
Money-Ruff Ryders tour, developing a 
clothing line and seeing her career beyond 
music include the film Barbershop and her 
UPN series, Eve.

“I was on cloud nine because, you know, 
this is everything that I’ve ever dreamed,” 
Carter said. “And because I was a failed 
artist, the fact that I was actually able to 
help somebody accomplish their dream was, 
you know, definitely fulfilling. And then the 

trappings that came along with it as a 
young guy; I was loving it.”

He and Erving sold Erving Wonder for 
$2.275 million in 2004 to the Sanctuary 
Group, which had just bought Matthew 
Knowles’ company, Music World 
Entertainment. He stayed with them, 
returning to L.A. in 2003 to help set up 
Sanctuary’s new West Coast offices.

He lasted about 18 months before 
choosing to start another business. 
A year into that operation, and eight 
years after their partnership began, Eve 
dropped him as her manager.

It was early 2006, and Carter was 
broke. Rent on the office was overdue, 
the house was nearing foreclosure, cars 
were being repossessed and he visited 
his children’s private school to ask for 
an extension on paying tuition. His wife 
and mother-in-law pawned their wed-
ding rings to make a mortgage payment.

H
ere’s where the story takes a 
dramatic turn. The expres-
sion, “You learn more from 
your failures than your 
successes,” may be over-
used, but not enough can 
be said about how Carter 
approached the next chapter 
in his life. He saw diversifi-

cation, technology and partnerships as 

keys to success; he just needed cash. And 
an artist. 

Enter Vincent Herbert, a friend from 
Newark, who dropped by Carter’s office 
in 2007 to introduce him to a woman 
Herbert had found out about through 
producer Rob Fusari; her name was 
Stefani Germanotta. She had a different 
sound—more European than American, 
artier than the party jams on the radio 
in the mid-2000s—and Def Jam had just 
dropped her.

“She walked in with these huge sun-
glasses on, fishnet stockings, and basical-
ly told me how she was going to change 
the game,” Carter told Fast Company in 
2014 about his first meeting with Lady 
Gaga. “I believed her.”

Carter and Gaga split up their duties 
95/5: He handled 95% of the business 
and 5% of the music; Gaga did the 
opposite. Vince helped shape her sound, 
and they signed with Interscope—coinci-
dentally, the same label Eve was on. 

They spent nearly 10 months work-
ing on songs, which they intended for 
her debut, but some suggested that she 
instead hand them to Britney Spears 
or Pussycat Dolls. Nonetheless, the 
partners stuck to their guns, and Carter 
tried to take the songs to radio on his 
own, with no success whatsoever.

With radio airplay elusive, Carter 
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PAYING IT FORWARD: Troy stands 
with Michelle Obama and her Reach 
Higher education initiative.
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took a different approach, getting her 
in front of gay, fashion and visual-artist 
crowds via live performances, sometimes 
booking her for four shows in a night. 
These were all underground music commu-
nities, and while many a night the crowd 
was fewer than 100 people, word of mouth 
was taking off.

They turned to nascent forms of social 
media to generate interest: Facebook had 
only been open to the general public for a 
few months when Carter started manag-
ing Gaga, and Twitter, which started to 
take off after a SXSW demonstration, had 
only 60,000 users. They also put music 
videos on YouTube under the Gagavision 
moniker—three-minute clips of Gaga and 
her dancers with the music embedded. In 
2012, they built a social network—little-
monsters.com—for fans.

“It was more about building a platform 
on top of music, because music, we real-
ized, sells everything but music,” Carter 
explained to Fast Company. Interscope 
provided “a shoestring budget,” he told 
NPR. “We basically bootstrapped this 
thing. And every dime that she did make, 
she reinvested it back into her career… I 
didn’t have a plan B, she didn’t have a plan 
B, Vincent didn’t have a plan B—we had to 
make this work.”

Caution doesn’t appear to be part of 
Carter’s DNA. He understood the risk 
in being a one-artist manager, but rather 
than look to bulk up a roster, he chose 
to challenge and reinvent music-industry 
paradigms. Artist management, in the age 
of declining sales, was no longer just about 
getting record deals. Technology was the key.

In 2010, months after Cherrytree/
Interscope released Gaga’s The Fame, 
which would go on to sell 15 million cop-
ies worldwide, Carter went on a whirlwind 
tour of Silicon Valley. He met investors and 
platform creators, and a year later made his 
first tech investment, via a Guy Oseary tip: 
TinyChat, a video service that still exists.

For a 2016 Fortune article, Carter 
recalled telling his wife, Rebecca, as they 
were leaving a barbecue at the Silicon 
Valley home of investor Joe Lonsdale in 

2010, “The world was going into  
a very different place. And the power 
was shifting.” 

Carter invested in startups to the point 
where entrepreneurs were coming to 
him with nascent deals, and dealmakers 
were becoming his friends. He put money 
into Spotify, Uber, Lyft, Warby Parker, 
Dropbox and close to 100 other start-ups. 
In 2011, he funneled his experience build-
ing Gaga’s career via social media into 
the Backplane, which helps artists, musi-
cians and athletes integrate their social 
networks; Gaga had an undisclosed stake 
in the newco.

A year later, he created A \ IDEA, a 
product-development and branding agency, 
as well as AF Square, an angel fund and 
technology consultancy.

“Like his artists, Gaga included, who is a 
multiple threat of singing, writing, dancing 
and playing instruments, Troy can manage, 
innovate, is an entrepreneur, and can part-
ner with people who have complementary 
skills,” MTV Networks’ then-President Van 
Toffler told Fast Company. “He’s a force to 
be reckoned with.”

The Internet served as a promotional 

playground. To promote her second 
album, Born This Way, Carter and Gaga 
worked with Facebook game-maker 
Zynga to create Gagaville with Farmville 
to provide pre-release access to the 
new songs. They went after the fashion 
crowd, striking a deal with the flash-sale 
site Gilt.com to promote the album, 
while Gaga’s fashion director, Nicola 
Formichetti, created Gaga-inspired cloth-
ing for sale. 

Carter’s work with Gaga was getting 
noticed. Wired magazine tagged him as 
“Mogul 2.0,” the man who “reinvented 
the celebrity game with social media.” 
The Harvard Business Review commis-
sioned two studies on Carter’s role in 
Gaga’s success. 

Gaga’s rise, a professor who co-
authored the Harvard studies, Anita 
Elberse, told the Philadelphia Inquirer, 
“has been phenomenally fast, and to 
manage such a quick climb to the top is 
incredibly difficult. It requires making a 
wide range of decisions, on touring, on the 
release of her albums, on forming partner-
ships with the right people and companies, 
each of which comes with significant risk.”

ALL ABOUT THE MANAGEMENT: With Meghan Trainor
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“As anyone who has crossed paths with him knows, Troy embodies what it means to be driven. 

Both professionally and personally, he is on a lifelong journey of self-improvement and is 

never complacent with the status quo.” —Jody Gerson
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I
n 2011, the year Gaga’s third album, 
Artpop, was released, she was the 
most-followed person on Twitter, 
Rolling Stone named her Queen of 
Pop based on empirical data, the 
University of South Carolina offered 
a course on her fame, the Global 
Language Monitor named “Lady 
Gaga” the top fashion buzzword and 
she was a year into a six-year run on 
Forbes’ Celebrity Top 100.

When Scooter Braun began the 
ambitious undertaking of rolling up 
management companies in conjunc-
tion with deep-pocketed investor 

Waddell & Reed in 2013, Carter was the 
first to become part of the newco, Ithaca 
Management Holdings, which would also 
bring together The Creed Co. (Brandon 
Creed), Sandbox (Jason Owen) Morris 
Higham (Clint Higham) and OVO (Future 
the Prince). No one anticipated what would 
happen soon thereafter with the crown 
jewel of Carter’s management roster.

That November, Gaga walked into 
Carter’s Atom Factory offices in Culver 
City and said they were finished, citing 
creative differences. In his NPR interview, 
Carter drew a comparison to his split with 
Eve. “The first time, I went into panic 
mode. This time, I think I was able to sit 
in the middle of that storm and watch 

the storm pass. That’s the thing about 
management: I can’t do it without pour-
ing my soul into it. I didn’t go into the 
relationship with Gaga with my guards 
up, you know, because of the thing that 
happened with Eve. There’s just no gray 
for me. I’m either all in or all out.”

As much as Carter was known 
for handling a single client, his Atom 
Factory was concurrently establishing 
itself in artist management and tech cul-
ture, and within a couple of years would 
have a roster that included Meghan 
Trainor, Miguel, Charlie Puth and 
Kamasi Washington.

Beyond business, Carter had been 
stepping up his philanthropic activities as 
well. Four months before his split with 
Gaga, he traveled to Tigray, Ethiopia, 
where a group of millionaire tech moguls 
were being shown the country’s lack of 
paved roads, electricity and access to 
clean drinking water. It was on that trip 
that he met Daniel Ek.

“We bonded over our love for helping 
people,” Carter said at the UJA event. 
“We were visiting people and places that 
were in desperate need of water, and we 
spent almost a week in the back of SUVs 
and at night by campfires, and that’s 
when I heard his incredible vision for 
transforming the music business.”

Less than three years later, Carter 
joined Ek at Spotify and began his 
extreme makeover of the company. In 
April 2017, he doubled down, taking 
on another huge task as entertainment 
adviser for the Prince estate. In that role, 
he worked out a deal with Sony’s Legacy 
division to handle the re-release of 35 
albums over the next three years. He has 
also overseen two albums of unreleased 
material for Warner Bros.

“As anyone who has crossed paths 
with him knows, Troy embodies what it 
means to be driven,” UMPG chief Jody 
Gerson tells us. “Both professionally and 
personally, he is on a lifelong journey of 
self-improvement and is never complacent 
with the status quo. But more importantly, 
I appreciate our deep friendship.”

Today, he splits his time between 
Atom Factory, his VC firm, Cross Culture 
Ventures, where one of his five children 
has a hands-on role, and his advisory 
role at Spotify. On the downside, Carter 
has been dealing with a lawsuit filed 
against him, his wife and Atom Factory 
by Braun’s Ithaca Management Holdings 
alleging that Carter failed to pay back 
a $10 million promissory note secured 
in June 2016, when he went to Spotify. 
The suit further sought foreclosure on 
the Atom Factory Culver City property 
which Carter had put up as collateral in 
September 2016. The issues are complex, 
and the damage to the once-strong Carter-
Braun relationship may be irreparable, but 
most expect them to arrive at a settlement, 
and for Carter to emerge with his stellar 
reputation intact. 

“Troy Carter is the leader of our gen-
eration as far as executives go,” says J. 
Erving. “He showed us there is no limit 
to the things we can accomplish. More 
importantly, he’s my friend, uncle to my 
kids, and example of the man I hope to  
be to my family.” 

Regardless of where or when Carter 
makes his next bold move, he wants to 
make clear that, as he told NPR, “I’m a 
simple guy. What I appreciate in life and 
the things that make me happy tend not 
to have to do with the money itself. More 
importantly, it’s having the ability to live 
a life that I can wake up every morning 
doing what I love to do. Nothing’s more 
important to me than that.”•

HIGH IQ: With the great Quincy Jones and Spotify’s Tiffany Kumar


