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Like it or not, Kobe Bryant shines 

By David DuPree, USA TODAY 

No NBA All-Star this season has shined brighter or stood taller than Kobe 
Bryant of the Los Angeles Lakers. 

His 81-point game last month created a loud buzz in the basketball world, and elevated him to an almost 
surreal level. Yet he remains perhaps the league's most quixotic figure, standing mostly alone and often 
characterized as arrogant, self-centered and even downright selfish. 

He is the one player fans seem to love to hate more than any other. 

Bryant knows it, accepts it and even thrives on the controversy. He is too focused on trying to establish 
himself as the greatest player the game has ever seen to be sidetracked. 

It could be that same pursuit of singular greatness, however, that alienates him from a large portion of the 
public. 

"I just want to be recognized as a great player," said Bryant, who played his high-school ball in the 
Philadelphia suburbs before jumping to the NBA in 1996. "That's what we all want. It's about getting the 
W's (wins) and nothing else. I can't let what people think or say about me bother me." 

Sonny Hill, a longtime Philadelphia basketball personality who is an executive adviser to the Philadelphia 
76ers, has known Bryant his entire life. Hill says Bryant has set himself on a course to which few can 
relate. 

"What you have to understand is that Kobe is on a mission, and it doesn't leave, in his mind, any room for 
deviation," Hill said. "He is single-minded in what he is trying to accomplish in this game. He told me one 
time that he wasn't really playing against the guys of his era. 'I'm playing against the legends of the 

Kobe Bryant takes his attention off Lakers coach Phil Jackson during a timeout 
Dec. 26, 2005, in Washington.

By Mikki K. Harris, USA TODAY
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game,' he said. Because he is so driven in that direction, it's hard for him to be able to make a connection 
with the broad-base populace, whether that's the news media or the fans." 

Bryant's new Nike commercial, his first in the 2 1/2 years since he signed with the shoe company, is a 
chilling look into his image and his persona. 

Filmed in mostly gritty black and white, it shows Bryant lifting weights, shooting free throws and doing 
basketball drills with his own voiceover saying, "Love me or hate me — it's one or the other. Always has 
been. Hate my game, my swagger. Hate my hunger. Hate that I'm a veteran, a champion. Hate that. Hate 
it with all your heart. And hate that I'm loved for the exact same reasons." 

Bryant says the commercial isn't meant to try to change the image people might have of him. 

"Some people will like it, and some people won't," he said. "It is real, and it's honest." 

Nike likes the edge the ad reflects. 

"We think it's authentic, appropriate and definitely on point," said Rodney Knox, Nike's director of 
communications for basketball. 

Bryant was seemingly well on his way to becoming perhaps the face of the future of the NBA after he won 
his third NBA title with the Lakers in 2002, when he was still only 24. But a sexual-assault case in 
Colorado in 2003 tarnished his image, and he was blamed for the breakup of the Lakers a season later. 
Coach Phil Jackson said he couldn't coach Bryant anymore, and Shaquille O'Neal said he couldn't play 
with him. Lakers management sided with free-agent-to-be Bryant. Jackson walked, and O'Neal was 
traded to the Miami Heat. 

Bryant was untouchable by advertisers on one hand, and viewed as a team-killer by fans on the other. In 
its February issue, GQ magazine selected Bryant as one of the 10 most hated athletes in all of sports. 

"That's part of our society," said Jackson, who returned to the Lakers this season. "We have a two-party 
system, and if you're a Democrat, you hate Republicans. If you're a Mets fan, you hate the Yankees. 

"Yet there is grudging respect, and I think a lot of people have admiration for Kobe's resilience. 
Regardless of whether they're a Kobe fan or not, they understand that this guy plays his heart out and 
plays as well as anyone does." 

Though he certainly has plenty of detractors, Bryant — with his prolific scoring and dazzling play — is 
probably the league's most captivating and alluring star. The sale of his No. 8 Lakers jersey, which fell out 
of the top 10 after his court case, is back to No. 5. The Lakers' road attendance of 18,738 a game is tops 
in the league. In NBA All-Star balloting, Bryant received 2,271,631 fan votes, second only to the Houston 
Rockets' Yao Ming (2,342,738) and the fifth-highest total ever. 

Different but good — very good  

Bryant and LeBron James were the first two players to be named to the world championship and Olympic 
teams. 

Jerry Colangelo, managing director of the USA Basketball men's team and the person picking the squad, 
says he had no hesitation inviting Bryant. Bryant said he had planned to play in Athens in the 2004 
Olympics before having to pull out because of his court case. 

"I think he's done a great job of positioning himself in terms of his persona and conduct," said Colangelo, 
CEO of the Phoenix Suns. 

There is still a cloud surrounding Bryant. 
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"You have to break it into three areas," said David M. Carter, principal at the Sports Business Group 
consulting firm in Los Angeles and the executive director of the University of Southern California Sports 
Business Institute. "You have the whole mess in Eagle (Colo.). You have the Phil Jackson, Shaquille 
O'Neal mess. And now you've got the controversy of him scoring 81 points. 

"There is no 'I' in team, but he makes you think there might be a bunch of 'I's' in Kobe — and that creates 
a little bit of a marketing dilemma, especially when you're playing a team sport. The raw athleticism is 
indisputable, but coming from a marketing standpoint, to many I think he personifies the current-day 
ballplayer — self-centered, greedy and coming across as having a sense of entitlement." 

Filmmaker Spike Lee, a longtime NBA fan and a courtside fixture in Madison Square Garden during New 
York Knicks games, says Bryant is just one of those players who makes people either love him or hate 
him. 

"I'm kind of familiar with that," said a smiling Lee, who is noted for making some daring and edgy films. 
"There's something about a person's DNA that makes him that way. It's not a popularity contest, though, 
so you've just got to do what you've got to do, believe in yourself, and keep getting up." 

Bryant has had no problem doing that. 

"Faith and trust in God got me through hard times," he said. "Everybody has their own crosses to bear." 

TNT analyst and former NBA sharpshooter Steve Kerr, who won three championships with the Chicago 
Bulls and a fourth with the San Antonio Spurs, says Bryant is in a very difficult position. 

"It just seems that whatever he does, it's not good enough," Kerr said. "People just seem to have an 
image of him, and it isn't a particularly good one. His reputation has been stained the last year or two, and 
he's paying for it. Some of it, of course, he brought on himself, but as far as playing the game goes, wow. 

"Watching him is like going to a high-school game — you can tell right away which guy is getting recruited 
by Duke." 

When he is on the court, Bryant is indeed in his element. 

"He has to let everyone know he's the best player on the floor," said former NBA guard Kenny Smith, a 
two-time NBA champion with the Rockets and now a TNT studio analyst. "It could be arrogance, but it 
sure is fun to watch." 

Jackson gives Kobe a ticket to score  

As a player, the biggest criticism about Bryant is he is selfish and doesn't trust his teammates. He takes 
that, too, in stride. 

"There's a lot of talk about me being a one-man show and all of that, but that's not the case," he said. 
"Certain nights I have to take over, but there have been games where I've scored 41 points and we won 
and games when I scored 10 and won games." 

Teammate Chris Mihm says Bryant is just doing what he thinks he has to do to make the team as good as 
he can. 

"A lot of times, we aren't in position in the triangle where we're supposed to be," Mihm said. "If we're in 
our spots and guys understand that, it's going to be a lot easier for him to find people and trust that the 
guys will be there to take the shots and hit them." 

Besides his Colorado sexual-assault case (the criminal part of it was dismissed, and the civil part was 
settled out of court), Bryant's relationships with Jackson and O'Neal have caused most detractors to side 
against him and blame him for the breakup of the Lakers, which resulted in the team not making the 
playoffs last season. But both relationships have been mended. Bryant and O'Neal made up at the 
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Lakers-Heat game on the Martin Luther King holiday. O'Neal made the first gesture; Bryant reciprocated. 

Bryant and Jackson settled their differences before Jackson returned as coach. 

Bryant now calls his relationship with Jackson a special one. 

"We've been through so much," Bryant said. "When I try to play the game, I try to please him. So when 
he's happy with my performance, it makes me happy because I learned the game from him. He taught me 
how to play." 

Jackson says Bryant has matured from when he previously coached him, and says he is using Bryant 
differently than he did when he had O'Neal playing alongside him. 

"This is the first time I have used him almost solely as a scorer," Jackson said. "Before, he's been a 
defender, a playmaker, has had to organize the offense, get the ball into Shaquille when we had him. This 
is a year where he has just an outright ticket to ride however he wants to go, and most of it's been about 
scoring." 

Bryant leads the NBA in scoring with a 34.9 average (through Tuesday's games), the highest in the 
league since Michael Jordan averaged 37.1 in the 1986-87 season. But Jackson doesn't consider Bryant 
a selfish player, though he concedes it can be difficult to play with him at times. 

"He was able to be a participant in a championship series over three years that taught him some principle 
items about playing team ball," Jackson said. "Even though the allure of a scoring championship is great, 
it still doesn't compare to the winning aspect of basketball. So, for Kobe, it's about scoring to win, not 
about just scoring to win a scoring championship or to prove a point. 

"There is that part of him that relishes making people eat their words, though. He's made me do it a 
number of times." 
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