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I. THE RETURN OF YE: CONTEXT AND BUILDUP

Few artists in the history of popular music have experienced the dizzying highs and 
catastrophic lows of  Kanye West — now legally known simply as Ye.  From his 
culturally defining debut The College Dropout in 2004, through era-defining records 
like 808s & Heartbreak, My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy, and Yeezus, Ye was 
widely regarded as one of the most innovative forces in music. Yet by 2022, a series 
of  public  antisemitic  outbursts  had  effectively  dismantled  his  business  empire, 
severed nearly every major industry relationship, and made him persona non grata 
across much of the cultural establishment.

Against this fractured backdrop, Bully — Ye's twelfth studio album — arrived on 
March  28,  2026,  billed  by  some  in  his  camp  as  a  creative  and  commercial 
resurrection. The album had been in various stages of development since as far back 
as 2021, with Ye first officially announcing it at a September 2024 concert at Wuyuan 
River Stadium in China. He subsequently dropped a visual album, Bully V1, via X in 
March 2025, before finally delivering the full studio release in the spring of 2026. 
The  release  was  backed  by  Gamma,  an  Apple-affiliated  label  and  distribution 
company, and was supported by a heavyweight producer roster that included James 
Blake, Travis Scott, and 88-Keys.

"It feels like since 2022 it's become taboo to discuss anything 
about Kanye/Ye. Having been blacklisted and burned every 
bridge in the industry, I've written Kanye off as a has-been 

who's fallen off the deep end."  — Mark Chinapen, Medium

That ambivalence was widespread. The album landed in a cultural climate that was 
simultaneously fascinated and exhausted by Ye's antics. Fan communities remained 
devoted, yet the broader public sphere had largely soured. The question heading into 
release week was not just whether Bully was good — it was whether it was even 
possible for Ye to stage a meaningful comeback.

Page 1



BULLY: A CAREER IN FREEFALL   |   May 2026

II. THE RELEASE STRATEGY: SPECTACLE, CHAOS, AND CONTROVERSY

True to form, the rollout for Bully was anything but conventional. Rather than a 
standard Friday release with advance singles and press interviews, Ye opted for a 
strategy that blended spectacle with deliberate chaos — a hallmark of his previous 
album launches. On March 26, 2026, he announced the album on social media with 
the claim that 'no AI' had been used in its making, though this was later contradicted 
by  the  discovery  that  much  of  his  vocal  performance  on  the  physical  release 
consisted of AI-generated deepfakes of his own voice. He would subsequently re-
record many of those lyrics with his actual voice for a revised streaming version.

The album was first premiered via a YouTube livestream from Inglewood, California, 
where Ye hosted listening parties at multiple venues. The official streaming release 
followed on March 28. Then came the merch rollout: a presale operation was set up 
at SoFi Stadium in Los Angeles, running daily from March 28 through April 3, selling 
vinyl  in  multiple  colour  variants,  cassettes,  deluxe  box  sets,  and  branded 
merchandise. Signed vinyl LPs and CDs were listed at $50 each on his official store 
and sold out — the vinyl within hours, the CDs within twelve. Those copies quickly 
appeared on eBay at prices between $130 and $175, a clean flip for resellers who 
moved fast.

Ye also staged his first major U.S. concert in nearly five years — two nights at 
SoFi Stadium on April 1 and 3 — both sold out, featuring surprise appearances from 
Lauryn Hill and Travis Scott. These shows were timed to coincide directly with the 
album's  release  week,  and  Billboard  noted  that  the  concerts  contributed 
meaningfully to first-week unit totals by bundling album purchases with tickets.

The release strategy also extended, aggressively, into the physical retail space. In a 
move  that  drew  widespread  criticism  from  independent  record  shop  owners, 
unsolicited boxes of Bully vinyl — an 'exclusive colour variant' — were shipped to 
stores ahead of Record Store Day with a letter from Gamma inside. Shop owners took 
to social media to express their displeasure, with many making clear they had not 
requested the stock and would not be selling it. Pinwheel Records, among others, 
publicly confirmed they would not accept payment for the albums and distanced 
themselves from what they called an uninvited marketing manoeuvre.

"We didn't ask for this. It doesn't seem to serve any purpose to  
throw these in a dumpster and make a big deal about it."  — 

Pinwheel Records owner, via social media

Internationally, the story darkened further. Ye had been announced as a headliner 
for  London's  Wireless Festival  in  July  2026,  but  the booking quickly became a 
lightning rod.  The  UK government,  under  Prime Minister  Keir  Starmer,  raised 
concerns about Ye's documented history of antisemitism and Nazi sympathising. 
Major sponsors began pulling out: Pepsi withdrew its backing, followed by PayPal 
and drinks conglomerate Diageo. The UK Home Office ultimately denied Ye's visa 
application, resulting in the cancellation of those headline sets — a humiliating and 
very public international rebuke.
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III. SALES, RECEPTION, AND WHAT BULLY REALLY TELLS US

When the first-week numbers arrived via Billboard in early April, the music press 
pounced. Bully had debuted at number two on the Billboard 200, earning 152,000 
equivalent album units in the tracking week ending April 2. Of those, 96,000 came 
from streaming (equivalent  to  98.43 million  on-demand streams),  while  56,000 
represented pure album sales — boosted, as Billboard explicitly noted, by the multi-
variant vinyl strategy, deluxe box sets, and signed editions.

The number two position was significant for a painful reason: it ended Ye's 21-year 
streak of number one solo albums. His previous project, Vultures 1 with Ty Dolla 
$ign,  had  debuted  at  number  one  with  148,000  units.  Bully,  despite  a  larger 
promotional push, couldn't match it — blocked from the top spot by K-Pop group 
BTS, whose comeback album ARIRANG earned 187,000 units in its second week 
after a blockbuster debut of 641,000. Bully became only the second solo Kanye 
album to miss the top spot, alongside his 2004 debut The College Dropout.

Ye's label Gamma disputed the numbers, arguing that a Saturday release — rather 
than the standard Friday — had caused a one-day shortfall in reporting. They posted 
their own 'full seven-day count' on Instagram Stories, claiming 200,997 units, which 
they argued would have been enough for a number one. Billboard and Luminate, the 
industry's leading data company, declined to revise their figures. The episode drew 
further scrutiny from music industry analysts, who noted that Gamma's claims were 
unverifiable and self-serving.

By week two, the picture grew worse. Second-week sales were projected to fall 
roughly 50 percent, to approximately 70,000 units, with streaming now accounting 
for the dominant share. Physical and download sales, which had been inflated in 
week one by the merch bundles, evaporated. The highest-charting track from the 
album on Spotify's top 50 was sitting at number 25. At that trajectory, analysts 
noted, Bully would struggle to reach gold certification — a remarkable outcome for 
an artist who had once moved millions of units in a weekend.

"Bully feels lifeless overall, as though the Ye whom fans might  
remember, like the times he represents, is indeed never coming 

back."  — Rolling Stone

Critically, the album was divisive at best and dismissive at worst. Rolling Stone 
described it as a project with 'crisp, stadium-ready melodies' but ultimately 'lifeless 
overall.' HotNewHipHop wrote that it 'doesn't feel like a comeback,' arguing that Ye 
avoided the vulnerability that once made his work unmissable. AllMusic offered a 
more measured take — an 80/100 score — calling it 'a great late-era Kanye West 
album' while acknowledging the cynicism baked into its nostalgic, fan-service-heavy 
approach. Soul In Stereo noted that depending on who you asked, the album was 
either great, flawed, or unforgivable — 'and they're all right, to an extent.'

The more damning assessments pointed to a structural hollowness at the album's 
core. Critics observed that Bully leaned heavily on soul samples and familiar sonic 
textures — callbacks to earlier career highs — without the emotional rawness or 
conceptual ambition that originally made those records matter. Notably, the album 
barely  engaged  with  the  controversies  that  had  defined  Ye's  recent  years:  no 
reckoning with the antisemitism, no acknowledgement of  the damage wrought. 
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Instead, as one reviewer put it, 'he tries to make up for it with nostalgia and vague 
flexes.'

What Bully ultimately reveals is less about a single album and more about the 
compounding cost of burning cultural capital. The vinyl-and-merch strategy, the 
stadium concerts, the chaotic drip-feed rollout — these are the tools of an artist 
trying to manufacture urgency in the absence of goodwill. They can inflate a first 
week; they cannot sustain a legacy. The 152,000 units are not a record-breaking 
triumph. They are a sobering data point for any major artist who imagines that 
spectacle can substitute for trust — and for an industry watching closely to see 
whether redemption, without accountability, can ever really hold.
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