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independent project,” she says. “I was living in a boarding house with, 
like, five other girls and selling the CD out of my home.” But, just as soon 
her music started to gain a steady underground following, she was fired 
from her day job. The experience prompted her to write the song “Lettin’ 
Go,” with lyrics that quote her former boss (“We don’t need you J / You 
daydream too much”) and also celebrate the possibility of new chances 
(“I feel so alive / Stress just faded away / It’s time to live my own life”).
 It was almost as if Monáe could see the future as she wrote the 
song. Just a short while later, she performed the number at an open 
mic in none other than Justin’s, Sean “P. Diddy” Combs’ Atlanta-based 
restaurant, on the same night when rapper Big Boi happened to be in at-
tendance. He was moved by her performance, calling it nothing short of 
amazing, and approached her immediately after she got offstage about 
a possible collaboration. That song was later featured on 2005’s Big Boi 
Presents...Got Purp? Vol. 2 (Virgin) compilation, and a sort of apprentice-
ship with Big Boi’s group OutKast followed. Monáe’s voice even popped 
up several times on Outkast’s 2006 album Idlewild (LaFace). 
 “I’m very thankful to Big Boi for being one of the very first [individu-
als] to help me,” the pint-sized singer says. “Both he and André 3000 had 
listened to my music before it was even released. Big Boi in particular was 
one of the first artists who took a chance in showcasing what I could do.”

one oF the BaD Boys
The list of famous musicians who were early believers in Monáe’s 
potential doesn’t end there. Combs gave the singer a distribution deal 
with his label Bad Boy Records in 2007 and has since called her “one of 
the most important signings of [my] career.” After her performance on 
Letterman this past May, Combs rushed on stage and bowed to her. 
 Of Montreal’s Kevin Barnes describes Monáe as “one of the most 
gifted and most powerful artists of our time.” And then of course, 
there’s Prince, who orchestrated a breakout moment in Monáe’s career 
by having her perform the song “Let’s Go Crazy” during his tribute seg-
ment at the BET Awards this past June. 
 “It was a very electrifying moment for me,” Monáe says of the 
performance that became an instant YouTube hit. Indeed, she owned 
the stage that night, when, still a relative newbie to the entertainment 
world, she moonwalked and practically shrieked the song’s lyrics while 
remaining on key. Even though it may have been one of the most pivotal 

moments in her career thus far, she remains humble. “I’m just honored 
that I got a chance to [pay tribute to] one of my heroes,” she says.
 Although, the image of Prince looking on fondly as Monáe brought 
a new fervor to his song may have been more personal than it looked. 
Monáe says she met the artist through a mutual friend years ago and 
he was immediately supportive of her goals with the Wondaland Arts 
Society, an artist collective she formed shortly after moving to Atlanta.
 “[Prince] had come to a couple of my shows prior to the BET experi-
ence,” she says. “It actually made me a little more relaxed when I 
performed for him there. It was just like a friend, you know? And I was 
very, very excited to perform that song. It is one of my favorites. [The 
album] Purple Rain is just so up my alley.” 
 That’s not exactly a surprise. Each track on Purple Rain may be just as 
perfect and kooky as those on The ArchAndroid, where the songs veer 
from one radically different direction to the next. There’s the funky feisti-
ness of the hit single “Tightrope,” which sounds retro and modern all at 
once with its fast-paced raps and sassy choruses. And then there’s “Cold 
War,” which channels Cee-Lo Green’s inimitable vocal style so well that 
it gives Gnarls Barkley a run for its money, as well as “Mushrooms and 
Roses,” which throws a dizzy, psychedelic curveball into the mix. Later in 
the album, fast-paced, tribal-fueled raps that rival M.I.A. and Santigold’s 
style stir up the pot, while another track, ”Sir Greendown” is reminiscent 
of “Moon River.” Basically, it seems there’s nothing this girl can’t do.

a moDeRn metRoPoLis
Even so, there’s so much more to The ArchAndroid than just great mu-
sic. Set in the year 2719, the concept album is the second in a series of 
four (the other two are due out in 2012 and 2013, respectively) revolv-
ing around a robot named Cindi Mayweather, a messianic android who 
was sent back in time to unite working and upper-class citizens of a 
fictional city called Metropolis. The concept was inspired by Fritz Lang’s 
1927 German Expressionist silent film of the same name, which poses 
commentary on the capitalist class struggles.
  The album’s plot focuses around the female robot, Mayweather, who 
Monáe sees as a symbol for “The Other,” or someone who is oppressed by 
society. Furthermore, the battle between the humans and the Androids 
in The ArchAndroid (what she calls “The Great Divide”) represents the 
struggle between “the haves and the have-nots” in modern day.
 “[Being The Other] could refer to a person’s sexuality, or their na-
tionality, or the color of their skin or whatever,” Monáe explains of the 
The ArchAndroid’s  storyline, one that parallels the oppression that 
racial minorities, gays, and the impoverished have faced throughout 
history. “If you got rid of all these divides, I think we could have a 
much more loving society. There are lots of things that must change, 
but ultimately people need to start coming together. I want to create 
that state where individuals align and create something imaginative 
and love each other.”
 With the theme of oppression at the forefront of her album, it begs 
the question: Has Monáe ever experienced it herself?
 “I have friends and family in my life who have experienced [discrimi-
nation] firsthand,” Monáe answers firmly. “There are people who died 
for me to be free. I don’t forget them, and I don’t take them for granted. 
I feel very in touch with how hard they worked to allow individuals like 
myself to have the freedom and the voice I have today.”
 Much like Marvin Gaye, the Clash, and the lot of politically impas-
sioned musicians that came before her, Monáe sees her role as an op-
portunity to foster solidarity, a responsibility she does not take lightly. 
“Music can change lives,” she says. “It can bring religions together, 
people of different ethnicities, women and men, androids and humans. 
That’s a powerful thing.”
 It’s true, Monáe doesn’t hesitate to refer to androids and humans in 
all seriousness. The androids are big with her—she has mentioned that 

she believes some sort of automatons will live 
alongside humans one day, and sooner rather than 
later. When asked what church she belongs to, she 
says, “The Android Methodist Church in Metropo-
lis.” The institution doesn’t exactly bring up a lot 
of hits on Google; nor has Monáe offered further 
insight into her religious affiliation. However, it’s 
yet to be determined whether Monáe thinks really, 

really outside the box or if she’s just putting on a show. 
 Barnes, who collaborated with Monáe on The ArchAndroid and 
toured with her when she opened for Of Montreal this fall, says she’s 
someone who can’t be summed up easily. 
 “I know [Janelle] enjoys maintaining an air of mystery,” he explains. 
“One thing I can say is, she is a fierce competitor and a tireless self im-
prover. She’s not content to allow her demons to run wild; she treats her 
life like a sacred gift that deserves respect. I think she could become a 
prophet one day. I think future generations will worship her as a deity.”
 Monáe may beat them to the punch. She compares her alter-ego May-
weather to Neo in The Matrix, naming her the “the Chosen One.” In the 
same token, Monáe says she sees her own life as a path that’s already 
been laid out for her—“predestined,” if you will. Just like her foreshadow-
ing lyrics in the working woman’s diatribe “Lettin’ Go”, this isn’t the first 
time Monáe has felt in-touch with her future.
 “I am a spiritual person and I think things have always been written 
for us,” she says. “It’s just up to you to listen and trust and have faith. 
The spirit will guide you as long as you’re doing what’s right with the 
gifts that you’ve been given. It’s not something I try to understand.” 

moment oF WonDa
Monáe just might be on to something. Serendipity appeared to have 
played a role in the way she met Chuck Lightning and Nate “Rocket” 

“ i think she couLD Become a PRoPhet 
 one Day. i think FutuRe GeneRations WiLL 
 WoRshiP heR as a Deity.” — oF montReaL’s keVin BaRnes




