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Music~videos ow2s dits genesie to three existing media forms of
communication:s £ilm, television and advertising. In the cpening
chapter, a brief overview 1is offorad of the interdependance of
these four "litersatures" and how "cross-fertilization” occocurs, in
addition *to which the pioductive phase o. promo-video is dis-
cusged. From £ilm, music-videe draws much of its stylistie
richness {often aping famous scenga or perfdrmancas in homrage),
but evinces practical differvences in its material of expression,
in duration, in punctuation and in the importarce placed on the
soundtrack. At the level of iaeology, the two differ in rega+wd to
the obligation to 'realism’, the decoding of the open sign (recep-
tion theory), and in the functional aspect of product versus
publicity. From television, musig-viden has Jlearned gertain
practicalities of produstion (specifically with regard to the
visnal presentation of sound and vocalg), since ¥V ig the medium
o which most videos are shown. Howaever, the theels shows that
despite the analogies to be drawn in terms of collaborative
efforts and the material aspects of production, there is a vital
difference in the narrative function assigned to the soundtrack.

Frop advertising, mugic-videe finds its motivation (it hasg a



commaxrcial function) and also constructs its open sign in an

identical manner.

The question of what music-video sells, the thesis argues, should
nﬁt be rashly concluded, On an ideclogical level, the clip pro-
motes the artist - and becomes a marketing tool to launch, sustain
or regenerate an artist’'s image. The notion of "image" -~ and its
central dimportance in music-video -~ leads ua to examine the con-
cept of myth (as posited by Roland Barxthes). On a practical
level, +the uusic-video sells itself in the sense that nost promo
clips are compiled into a longform package which becomas a con-

sumey item in its own right, the so-called "fourth format®.

The +ihesis Ildentifies a cycle of five recurring themes of artist
presentation: the Artist as Deity, Everyman, Double, Object of
Scrutiny and Performer, before drawing parallels between the world
of music-video and the dreamscape, A later chapter examinasz the
reality of music-video, both in its approximation of real life
events and sitwvatlions, as well aeg artists’' distortion of their
reality in order to make thamselves more helievable - and moxe

appealing ~ to different target markets.

In conclusion, ths thesls oxamines the carcder trajectory of
Madonna, specifically through her canon of video parformances,
thus explicating how an artist with a superb grasp of music-video
can exploit the connotative wvalues of the open sign to reinvent

him ox herself,
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THE HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF MUSIC-VIDED

Music-video: it blasts us from our television sets, from giant
screens in nightelubs, even when we go to the cinema it sometimes
appears masguerading as a trallor for a forthocoming attraction.
Yet guite what music-video is aludes a cétagoric definition,
Musig-video (or rock-video ox promo-video) seems to owe much to so
many different media inputs. It fuses commerca and craativity,
and blurs the line (in its own words) between what is "hip" and
what is ‘“hype": what is truly contemporacy and what is a simn-
“lation of the contemporary. It is such a complex blend of pop
culturss that it demands to be studied - and uitimately to be

taken serioﬁsly.

Music-video is a produot of the cinama just as much as it is a
product of television, so much so in fact that one could argue the
case that The  Jazz Singer {(1929) was extraordinary not only in-
sofar as it was the first film to have round (the original talling
picture), but that it alsgo, in retrogpect, contained the first
gseeds of the muslc-viden. As one monitors the progress of promo-
video ({which pays increasingly direct hommage to old Hollywood)
and of the most recent outcrop of movie-musicals (all heavily
indebted to video  technique), this argument appears guite
credible. From Bﬁsby Berkely in the Thirties to the Beatiea f£ilms
in the &ixties, right up to PFlashdanca and Footlogse in the
Bighties, tha evolution of the musical has been tied to the revo-
Intion of rock-wideo. In fact +the all-pervading influence of

msic-video has made itself known in movie genres apart fxom that



of the nnovie-musical., 1990's action thrilier, *Total Recall®, is
being hailed as a cinematlic breakthrough. Critic Richard Corliss
calls the film “big budget movie-making &t its most inventive. It
zaps out beguiling images so guickly that viewsrs may want to see
the film over again right away, just tec catch what they missed.
Verhoeven [the director}.saems to have assumed that today's movie-
goers have a megabyte media Incelligence; chen he worked like
crazy to overlead 1t. When rTotal Recall’ is cooking, it Induces
visual vertigo."1 Inventive this may be for a film, but it is
pretty muech a standard description of what wa have come to expect
from music-videc., Rapidity of editing, unusual camera shots, can-
nibalization of existing media forms: these are the baric tenets
of rnock-vidac, It is fascinating to see that the medium of musie-
video whieh has 8o long laboured under the coisical disdain of

being wverly derivative, has proved Iltself a crective frontrunner,

It 4is important to follow the threads of the development of music-
videe in the Hollywood heyday of the movie-musical. The earliaest
of these movies were often no more than a series of brilliantly
executed song and dance show pleces held tennously together by the
tritest of story lines. The visual spwctacle was more important
than the plot, form eclipsed content, Not surprising then that
video directors have been drawn to this erxra for their inspiration.
Certain promo-videos (ey. Culture Club's} have all the trademarks

of old M-G-M musicals® which especially suit theixr lyrical

* These and other cinematic classice, onwe a staple of
prime-time +television, have &8ince vanished from the small
goreen. Instead of tha late late movie, students of £ilm now
hone their critical talents on musiec-video.



material {which has little or no evident narrative content}.

But video is not a parasitic medium, it gives &s well as it takes.
The £ilm Flaghdange, for instance, was Yuite revolutionary in its
day betause Lt was conceived as having a meodular structure, Seg-
ments could be shifted axound with no visible damage to the film’s
construction. Flashdance took its cue from music-video in format
ag well as directorial style and editing. It appeared .5 a clever
collection of hit tunea with matching videos which had, as most
migicals and music-videos do, plenty of imaginative dance

seghences .

Desga Fox refers to this inter-influence of Amer.can entertain-
ments as cross-fertilization®: "A £1lm looks like a music-video,
mugic-videos are lengthening thewmselves into 1TV shows, and the
adverts are full of Siouxsie® clones. 2Americans are the paople
vhose party political broadeasts arxe starting to look like
‘gincare’ pop promos. Sometimes the same people manufacture
poth, "3 If campaign spots on television and rock-video can he
compaxed, then it is because they are both technically and spiri-
tually indebted to Madison Avenue. If politics tries to sell us a
president, then it is encumbent upun us to ask ourselves what
music~vides tries to sell. Is it an artist and/or the record of

the song performed?

* BRizarre locking lead-singer of pun™-group "Siouxsie and the
Bansheas",



Billboard magazine estimates that in 1984 the music industry spent
gixty million dollars on over one thousand five hundred four-
minut2 promoticnal deviees, In the first. half of that year, mere
videos were produced and scld than in the history of the genre.

Now, half a dozen years later, the figures have all but doubled.

The watershed year for music-viden is generally considered to be
1975, for +that wes the year that witnessed the airing of Queen's
"Sohemian Rhapsody® on "Top of the Yops". 1Up till tien, all
footage of artists performing their songs was presented live
(either before “elevision or conesrt audiences), that is to say
they were seon much as if one were sitting in the BBC studios or
in Wembley arena. Queen's video, disected by Jon Roseman, was the
first tc move Imaginatively outside of these constraints, Al-
though simple by +today‘'s standarde, it helped keep the recoxd in
the chart £for sixtesn weeks. As the interest in promo videos
grew, so did the techniques arnd the technology. In this rege 4,
the Jackson Five's video for thelr 1878 smash "Blame it on the
Boogle" has also been recognized as a landmark development in the
history of the medium, as it is the firat promo-videc to utilise
Quantel. Quantel is a sophisticated, digital, computer-linked
apparatus which createe a myciad of special =ffects such ag spin,
tumble, ooze, £freeze, compression, expansion, position, adding
eoloured borders, rotation and more. In "Blame it on the Boogle®,
the Jacksons blazed their varioua ways across the screen with a
cometr tail effect +trailing after them. There was not much of a
plot, but it was hypaotic and mesmerizing nonetheless, espstlally

for 1978, and effective enough to generate a Top 10 hit., For this



regason, recard companies have continued to invest in musie-video
becanse the returns arxe so rewarding. Quite apaxt from the
profits to be made in the videc retail market, these companies can
save money on touring costs by exporting stop-gap product [a xock-
video can have a hologrammatic effec%, creating an awareness of
the artist in wseveral countries simultanecusly without them
actually being there) to far-flung territories and, most impor-
tantly, there is still a rich coxrelation between heavy xotation

* N
on MTV" and increased record sales.

with this in mind, it is perhaps worthwhile to agk who is actually

involved in the production of the clips? In fact the answer is

fivefold:

1} the zrecord companiet who provide the finance, ar | whose com~
misioners farm out the clips to the beat bids from producers.

2} the prodoction houses who, with the expsrtise of their pro-
ducers, set designers etc., manufacture the videos.

3} the editors and all those involved with the post-production

facilities,

*  Music Television {MIV) is a Warner-2mex owned cable network
broadcasting 24 hours a day and reaching more than 20 million
American homes. Nearly 85% of the nation’s young adults
{18-34) watech it regularly., Among MTV's compehitors are "The
Jukebox Metwork" (which also offers continuous programming)
and NBC’'s “Friday Night vVideos* (with access to over 50 .
million viewers). The 34 to 45 year olds have their own three
more conservative channels featuring artiste like Julio
Iglesias, and the under 12's are served with Michael Jackson
on BDisney T.V. There are also innumerable local stations and
subscription~T.¥. services (eg. Playboy’s "Hot Rocks") playing
videos or video variants (recent movies)., MEV's american
success has spurred the arrival of MIV Burope, and its major
rival, Sky Television.

-5 -




4) the musicians,

5) thz directors whose vision mostly shapes the rusic-video.

Promo-video, as these facts show, means business, it is it &
simple case of comnerce before creativity? Or even technology
before creativity? In this latter vase certainly, the parameters
of creativity are voften extended by the advent of technical
developmants. Thase ozen up new vistas, suggest new ideas, even
inspire new trends. And by constant reinforcement, these inno-
vatione lose their novalty for dirsctors and through habituation
become, in a sense, invisible to the viewer. Creativity, after
having exploited the resourxces of the new technoleogy, turns its

attention elsewhere,

Much inventisn and imagination goes into the making of rock-
videos, ard the medium has attracted several highly esteemed
directors. Whether they arve atitracted by the creative freedom
offersd oy .y an enticing salary is debatable, but it 1s unlikely
that people of the ilk of Stephen Spi+ sery, Lindsay Anderson,
David Bailey, Anton Corbijn and the late John Frankenheimer would
be enticed by guestions of £filnance alone. Budgets are large:
common practice accords a single by a new band a promo budget of
betweon ten and fiftegn thousand pounds; a middle-level band can
expect to receive beitween fifteen and twenty thousand pounds,
fands that chart regularly in the Top Ten are given sums that
vange from the large to tha ridiculous, and inflationary costs are
swalling budgets every year. Of course, equating big budget with

videu success is not always correct. Ona of the biggest hlt



videos of 1989 was Tone lLoc’s "Wild Thing” which was delivered for

four hundred dollars.”

There are many constraints involved in the complex process of
making a promo-video that are peculiar to the medium. The short
time span {usually three days at most) allowed for the shoot paoses
a challenge to the performers and techniclans allke. The sense of
urgency with which the entire record industry is imbued insists on
a creative realization of a project which, in other mediums would
enjoy a peried of grace. A song is a fashionable commodity that
will appeal and bhe consuned within a matter of months, if not
weeks, The entlre marketing package, of which the wideo is an
integral part, has to ba s8lick and up-to-the-minute. Furthermore,
in terms of sheer timing, a video can only be made once the song
1s completed, and on completion the song is alrxeady 4 marketable
commodity which should be released immediately to benefit from the

currency of its sound.

Music-videa is not only a commarcial product, it is a cultural
product +too: in watching it we subscribe to a package of images,
dreamz and idea. ways of life. Any definltion of music-rideo must

therefore be couched in terms of the relations between its

+ Consider some other figurea: "You Might Think" by The Cars:-
£256 000 and 5000 man hours; "When The Rain Begins To Fall" by
Joermaing Jackson and Pia Zadora:- £448 000; and the moat
extravagent of them all, "Thriller" by Michael Jacksoni- in
excess of §1 000 000 spent, and a contender for an Acgademy
Award nomination. Divected by John Landls (Anmerican Werewolf
in Eondon) and lasting 14 minutes, "Thriller® owes too much to
Hollywood production values to be talled a simple music-video.



material conditions of existence as well as its work as a repra-

sentation which prodrces meanings.

Up te this point I have traced the history of music-video, from
the germination of The Jazz Singer and the cross-fertilizatlion of
the various entertainment media, to the paramount importance of
the new technology of special effects. 1 have also considered in
some detail the productive phase 2f promo-video, indicating the
varlous parties involved in the production of the clips, as well
as enphasizing cexrtain constraints such as timing and budget. 0%
necessity, thls chapter has been of a practical nature. In la.er
chaptexrs I shall concsrn myself with matters of ideclogy, and mora

specifically, the modes of signification of rock-video.




MUSIC-VIDED ¢ FILM

Bafore further venturing inte a comparison between music-video and
film, it is important to define the relevant critical vocabulary.
For instance: £ilm and music-video, although obviously diverse
enterprises and activities, are collective products. They are
both forms of vYsymbolic communication". More importantly, per-
haps, €£ilm, literature, television, painting, pop music and pop.
video can all, in soma sense, bhe seen as repositories of cultural
meaning, as well as systems of signification. In this sense, thay
are all part of, in Janet Wolfi's terms, “a generic sociology of
the arts"? which should be sensitive to diversity in art. Every
artform, indeed every communicational system “as a specific ma-
terial of expression whish marks it off from other systems. We
distingquish batween cineasa and painting, for instance, not on “he
basis of the kinds of signification each customarily btransmits but
on the basis of the material through which any signification is

possible in each,

By film, I understand a distinct mode of £ilm practice with its
own cipematlc style and iIndustrial econditions of existence.
Christian Metz distinguishes between film and cinema as follows:
the f£ilmic 1is that illimitable axea of juestions dealing with
film's relations t> other activities. This would hnaturally
comprehend all +the basics that go into the making of a LZilm
(technology, director’s biographies) as well as the by-produsts of
the existence of £film (banning and censorship, the star system).

The cinematographic is the narrower subject of the filmz



themselves, roemoved from both thée complexities which brought them
Into being as well as the complexities which result from torem.
Thus, semiology leaves the study of the filmie, the externals of
film, to other related disciplines such as socivleogy, econwmics,
and social psychology, whilst concentrating its attentions on the
cinematographic, the innex mechanics of £ilms themselves. At the
heart of the field of film is the cinematographic fact and at the

core of the cinematographic fact is the process of signification.

For Metz, the raw mat.rial of cinema is by no means reality itself
or a particular means of significatio . For him, quite simply,
the raw materials are che channals of informacion te which we pay
attention when we watch a film. These include:

1} images which are photographie, moving and multiple

2) graphic treces which Include all written mater‘al whici

we rmead off the acreen

3y recorded spe.‘h

4) recorded music

5) xocorded sound effects,
Tha £fi’m gesmiotician is the analyst interested in signification

coming from this combination of matexrial.

The =emiotics of the cinema, like the study of all systems of
gignification, +takes its point of departure directly from linguis-
ties. The user of language must be able to operate at two levels,
comprehending the function of sounds {phonemes, the units of the
signifier) and meaning (monemes, the units of the signifled),

This power of double articulation, whilst it is endemic to cextain
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other languages, in na way applies to cinema. TIts signifiers ara
too closely tied to thelr signifieds since images are realistic
vepresentations and sounds are exdact reproductiong of what they
refer to. {later, Metz wasg to revise this'view, urging that we go
beyond the image instead of being caughl up in its fasecirating
likensss to reality., We must examine two sorts of codes: those
which are added +to the image and those which allow us to see the
image in the fiyst place, No Image is pure: all signification is
the produst of culture. convention and work.) Turning to the
othar wvisible characteristic of Jlangnage, Metz argues thut the
cinema c¢an hardly even lay claim to a grammar. We are unnable to
tell an ungrammatical film construction from & grammatical one.
Finally, film ie a language in which "every use must be poetic or
inventive"?. Put somewhat more technically, in verbal language
the connotative level of signification exists quite separately
from the denotative level. In £ilm, the connotation comes in the
same door as the denotation. Film, then, remains a medium of
expression more than a system of communication. It soems moxe

like a place of signification, rather than & means of it.

This dissertation foousses, as a filmic fact, fairly narrowly on
thae cinematographic products of Hellywood., This is neither as
limiting nor as facile as 1t would appesr at first glance. By
spocifying Hollywood £ilm, I am presuming some differentiation
between filme made on the Wastern coast of the United States, and
those made across the BAtlantic in Britain, on the Continent,
Central PBurope, and even in the Far East, It is the structural

and etylistic differences that concern us here, as well ag the

- 11 -



underlying ¢ultural distinetions that inform them. ‘Traditionally,
for example, England has & different notlion of what is considered
comiec, and Orientals have a very different idea of what in the

female form is considered attractive.

This contention Jjs entirely in line.with recaption theory (the
work of Hans Rohert Jauss, for instance), which claims that the
nature of particular Interpretations by readexrs can only be
understood 4in the context of the hiastorical (and geographical T
would argue) conditions of reading. Aecording to reeception
theory, all texts become works through the mediation of the act of
reading (the aesthetic responge). “The convergence of text and
reader prings the literary work into existence, and this con-
vergen~a can never ba precisaly pinpointed, but must always remadn
virtual, as it is not to be identified either with the reality of
the text or with the individual disposition of the readex"6.
This interpretative  iImprecision, constantly wvacillating £rom
readar to readey, and dependent on his oxr her disposition, mede of
reading, ogeneral historical situation, and the broader structures
of social divisionh, iz a succint explanation for the divergence of
Individusl cxitical opinion, However, reception aesthetivs are so
fixated on the primacy of unique Interpretations and their under-
lying causes {sccial, historiecal, ete.), that they neglect to
appreciate that these underlying causes can be unifying as well,
People of Oriental extraction will f£find the notion of what i=
conslidered sexually atiractive different to Westerners, procissly
because they are unified by the tenet:s of their Oriental culture.

Reception theory neglects e posit a functional wodel which can

- 12 .



understand a mass audience reading.

Although I have distanced myself from the theoxries of Hirsch (who
argues for the priority of auwthorial meaning), I agree with him
that there is an enormous difference between the naive reader and
the analyst locking for a “correct" interpretation. “Reading is
theoretically innocent and analytically naive,*? For this
reason, it Is a mediation, or fusicn of horizons, in the simplest.
gense. The products of mass entertainment media could be referred
to as mass-produced fantasy, summoning up the speectre of millions
of viewsrs or readers passively sharing in the same homogenised
. thoughte, images and dreams. If this statement initiaily appears
irreconcilable with reception aethetics, then it must be re-
exi 1ned, Whilet not disputing the fact that each individual
reader has thalr own particular ancmolies which will influence
their undexrstanding of the text, I am arguing that there is some
common  ground amongst readers which preduces the same "work" whon
raad by all xreadera, and certainly those of the same culture.
Thiz broad, undexrlying meaning of a text (which produces =&
unifying and common work) ies not a function of auvthorial -~mni-
potence however. The aunthor is, I would argue, merély a gonduit
for a seories of themes, symbols, icons and myths, which subgons-
ciouly he transmits. Thisz is not nacessarlily to be read as a
validation of the Barthean perpective of authorial death, although
I would agree that "A text’s unity lies not in its origin but in
its destination"® (the reader). However, in flagrant opposition
to Barthes, I contend that a text ig a line of words releasing a

"theological® message, nut in the sense of Author/God, but in the
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sense of some higher knowledge which informs the text. The body
corporate of viewers and readers assimllates the texts offered up
fox its consumption by « variety of authors, and stores the set of
residual images in a collective unconseious. It becomes a common
hexitage, a pool of reference in which we may all gize with per-
fect understanding. Por instance, the hot alr vent sequence that
had Marilyn Monroe’s skirt billowing around her in "The Seven Year
Itch® 1s such & residual image. When a similar situwation ocours
in "The Yoman in Red", Kelly Le Brock Jces not appear to be enbar-
vagsed, inconvanienced, or unattractive. The viewer reconciles
the two images, L& Brock-Monroe, and bwzcause of their obvious
similarity, Imputes to the Ie Brock image tha “sex-symbol"
nythology that is consonant with Marilym.

The medium which most often offers us texts for assimilation is,
2f course, television. Ma to lts widespread availlability and
accaptance (ease of access), ite materials of expression which
allow film to be transmitted, as opposed to reflscted (Mcluhan
sees this a material Jiffersnce; I, like Metz, do not), as well as
its voracious appstite for material which sometimes leads to re-
screening (an extension of Eco's thema of "yedundance*? - the
repetition of the moessage both over time and within the nessage),

television is ideally suited to hold the "pool of reference”,

Video directors and video viewers share a common viewing heritage,
inculcated by years of watching late night movies on television.
Music-video, wedded as it is to the homogenised package of

thoughts, images and dreams that Hollywood conjures up, also
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fishes in the “pool of raferencer. This marriage of mass enter-~
tainment media has historical and geographical roots. The record
industry, as a world wide force, is predominantly Amexican; like-
wise the f£filnm industryy. Ag an extension of this territoerial fact,
it becoemes increasingle &ép rent why mass readings are plausible.
Popular songs, videos anu movies have a common referent in that
they are the &atrands that are woven to produce the tapestry of
American pop-culture. Whilst not denying t..» existence of several
regionalised sub-cultures, the offect of technology is that of
rationalisation, and the formation of a homogenecus culture. The
sophistication of the electronic media can promulgate the artistic
message with a far groater efficiency in terms of speed, guality
and the number of readersg/decoders xeached. Whatever differences
exist between the cinema of Hollywood and that say of Pinewood,
ara vapldly being swamped by the ease and facility of intaex-

national communicatlion, a la Mcluhan's "global village®.

A 'mode of £ilm practice', and here I am indebted to Boxdwell,
Staiger and Thompsonl® for their worxk on Hellywood clnoma,
should be defined as a context consisting of a set of widely held
stylistic mnoxms sustained by and sustaining an Integral mode of
film production. These norms ocrngtitute a determinate set of
assumptions about how a movie should behave, about what stories it
tells properly and how it should tell them, about the range and
functions of f£ilm technique, and about the activities of the
spectator. The classical Amexrdcan cinema, for this is what
concurngs us hare, takes its shape from certain specific devices.

To begin with, it reliss heavily upon story causality and

- 15 -



motivation, using wvarious formal elements and “ombinations of
theze elements to connect visual time and space in narrative. For
the sake of convenience, we should posit the concept of ‘systems’,
by whieh I mean the relationships which govern the use of combi-

nations of the elements of ths first level.

The classical Hollyweod f£ilm contains thr:e systems: narrative
logic, cinematic time, and cinematic space. Any given cirematic
device or element, such ag the combination of individusl shots
that we call “continuity editing”, may operate within any or all
of the above three systems, dopending on the “funetion" or purpose
conventionally assigned it. Noal Buxch, in his Theory of Film
Practicell, doesn’t simply mention cinema’s startling ab.lity to
vary time and space relatlonk; he actually computes and spells out
the fifteen possible relatlionships between succeeding shots.
Burch tan show that Holiywood cinema, in its search to tell "repre-
gentational™ stories, has relied on only 3 or 4 of the fifteen

kirdg of continuity.

Tastly, the thixd level of investigation of classical Hollywood
style looks at the principles of relations among the avallable

systemg and davices.

A wvalid definition of what constituted the classical stylse in
Hollywood deponds upon an integration of all three levels of their
anaiytic scheme. From & semiotic viewpoint, we can begt under-
stand this by introdueing the term “code". A "code" is nothing
other than "the logleal ralationship which allows a message to be
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«12 Codes do not exist in films, they are the rules

wnderatood.
which allow the messages »f a film. Codes are the opposite of the
materials of oxpression in that they are the logical forms pressed
onto this material +to gonerate messages or meaning. Hollywaed
film chose to become, along with other popular mass forms of com-
munication, a system of narration. Most narvative technlgues,
such as £flashbacks or siories told within other storiss, can be
found in literature ag well as in cinema, and are thus non~
specific codes. With the decision to opt for narration came
certain  "limitations™ on a film's construction so that spectators
could read it with the same case they used in attending to other
popular narrative forms. In shoxt, in making narrative causal,
Hallvwsod chose the manipulation of time over space. TFor example,
mu  of the early cinema thrives on "deadlines" as the most common

devica specifying the limit within which the cause and effect

narrative can operate.

If film wore to compete for the amusement market with other narra-
tive forms, ivx would have to offer - or convince viewers that Lt
did offer « somecthing distinet from other narrative forms of
anaeemant . To make such work profitable meant devising standar-
dized procedures of manufacture and marketing. Thus, two general
profit goals -~ differentiation and standardization - were instru-
montal frames surrounding the growth of movies from early days to

the solidification of the 'clasaical" paradigm.

If Hollywood f£ilm has evelved sufficlently £for there to be a
clageical paradigm, and indeed whether this Is not only



international bul therefore generalisable, then it it is not
certain whether musiz-video has travelled the same road to the
same extent. From a semiotic viewpoint; music-video sharss the
same five materialse of expression as £ilm, although ’recarded
speech’ is not as prevalent in the former as it is in the latterx.
ff misic-video is somehow new, as every éritic has suggested, its
nevness lies not in some mystical absoence of a storyteller, or
reduction of spectacle, or any other formula of new freedom which
hag besn advaneed. Its newness must lie In the devlopmenl of new
subcodes, especially of the g;gggg__gyggggmggiggg13 (the shot
sequence, the altexnating syntagm, the scene) and of punctuation

{fades, dissolves, wipes, cuts, ete.).

From this appraisal of the very practical subcodes, let us now
examing ‘the ideological component of the cinematlc message. Mili-
tant ecritics accuse the conventional narzative cinema of suppor-
ting the dominant ideology of A modern repressive culture, Whila
everyone realises that ideoclogy plays its part in the financing,
production, distributlon, censorship, and cxiticism of f£films,
these critics are the fivet toe claim that the very basis of cine-
matic signification is corrupted by a lie which destroys avery
poesibility of meaning except for the neurotic repetition of the
dominant ideology. This lle is the product of our culture's
ingistence on the representation of the real. It Insists first
that reality is viszible; second that the scientific instrument of
the camera can capture ik, For Marxist-Leninist critics, the real
ia the ‘workc by which we transform mattexr into significance. Far

frem hiding this work, cinema should expose it at every level. We
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should see the struggle to attain an imaye, instead of falling

under the hypnosis of the narrative and the ldeological mescage.

Certainly thers are standardized procedures of manufacture that
unite £ilm and music-video, but that is where the analiogy ends.
To discuss the marketing of films would, of necessity, lead us to
a suciologlcal study which would be inappropriate at this stage.
Howaver, let it be noted that movie advertising, whether on radio
or in the printed media, is targeted towards specific andiences,
specifiec maxket segments, Music-video does not advextise, and the
only new release knowledge we have comes from reading the small
print in trade publications., This varjance highlights a funda-
nental distinction betwsen the film and musice-videe: film is the
product, music-video is a publicity for a product, namely the
racord. Yet, eaven as emphatic as this statement stands, it has
become increasinglv open to contention. For a more balanced dis-
cugsion on musie-video as a (publicity for a) product, please
rafer to a later chapter entitled ‘Music-vides - +the Fourth

Format" .

Mupig-video, heing the rebel media child that it is, has no par-
ticular scruples abont making itsslf as  easy to read as other
populay narrative forms. [There are no “"limitations" on its con-
struction, and certainly no particular reason to assume that it is
ocbligated to be a system of nargation., Certainly, some music-
videos have assumed a narrative mantle in that they are imitating
exlsting popular mass forms of communication, but these videos are

conscliously dexivative. Othei rock-videos, for exemple, which
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have iInfinitely less defined narrative structures may be said to
obey a saystem of "amorcelization", a visual and legical fragmen-
tation that only produces meaning as a montage, BScreen time need
not necessarily bear any relation to either actual time (as four
minutes, the average clip length, can do in film) nor to a second
level ‘system’ such as cinematie time which rxelies on our implicit
understanding of certain specific davices. Music-video, although
very different from cinematic texts, presupposes an intimate know-
ledge <. how to read film, It employs virtually all of the sys-
tems that we interpret in the classical cinema and then invents a

few more of its own.

The concept of +time and the way it 4is related to the viewer
desexves closer study at this point. Clagalecal cinema has a
considerably extonded duxation (approximately 100 minutes) when
compared to the average music video {approximately four minutes).
Classical films wusually have complete stories to tell, and con-
giderable leeway +to convey them to the viewer. The passage of
2000 years can be conveyed as simply and as succinetly as cutting
from a shot of a hurled bone's trajectory to cone of a spac raft
spoeding across the universe (as in Kubrick’s "2001: A .pace
Odyssay" ), If a few Beconds is all it takes to convey massive
time shifts, then this wvariety of editorial legerdemain is not
confined exclusively to the einema. Such brevity is useful in the
sphere of music-video too. The extended filmic timespan allows
for the establishment of cohesive narvative logic in even thae most
convoluted of tales, something which is denied to music~video

which really only does justice to the simplest and shortest story
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lines. Sub-plots suffer simply from the lack of time available

for their exposition.

Perhaps the most important difference between the two modia, as a
direct index of tha difference in duration, i1s the establishment
of character. Classiecal £ilm c¢an show in great detail and at
great length the evolution of personalities through the passage of
tima ard events. They have a three dimensional value, and we
ldentify wich them through the reactions and behaviour they ex-
hibit in response +«o various external stimuli. Not only does
muslic-video not have the time at its disposal to picture these
external stimuli, but it can never realistically invohe the tranz-
formations that axe waifected on its players with any subtlety.
Characters in music-video tend to be stereotyped, or at least are
presented in certain reccurring thematic xoles which we shall

examineg in a later chapter.

¥t shonld be remembared that in the classical cinema our undexr-
gtanding of a ¢oncept suoch as cinematic time is embedded in a
simultaneous understanding oi other syetems such as narrative
logle and cinematic space. It is this ipterdepuendence that
informs +the third level of classical styla. Music-video, although
no stranger to any of these three systems, can omploy tham in new
combinations and formulations that shock the viewer. In effect,
the signification of the segquence is, more often than not, lost in
the foregrounding of the continuity editing. +The grande syntag-
matigue, the application of a code of interzelationships between
shots, i3 wvexy different to that found in Hollywood cinematic
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texts. The technigues emplcyed in rock-video are so radical that
the viewer does not see through the visual prestidigitation and
concentrates instead on the act of sleight of hand itself.
"punciuvation” 4is5 used so liberally, and with sueh reselute aban-
don, that it ceases to ongender the video’s narrative capacity,
and becomen n end in itself. Ideoclogically, Marxists.could
congider music-video a variety of critical cirema in that it
deconstructs itself at every moment, Instead of fabricating an
illusicon, rock-video lets its viewers see beneath the images and

the story to the process of creation itself.

One of the most enduring and popular f£ilm genves, and one to which
pop-vidaec 1s obviously indebted, is the musical - whose prinecipal
raisun dfetre is song and dance. As with opera and ballet, the
narrative and dramatic elements of a musical are usually mere
pretexts for the produyction numbers (though scme musicals axe also
exceptionally sophisticated dramatically). Even musicals can be
divided into two basie types: realistic (motivated) and expres-
gionistic {unmotivated). The production numbers in zealistic
musicals are generally presented as dramatically probable, making
this film type virtvally drama with music. Expressionist musicals
make no such pratence at verisimilitude. Characters burst out .n
gsong and dance in the middle of a scene without a realistic,
plausible pretext. this convention must be accepted as a basic
prenise of such musicals; otherwise the entire film will strike

the viewer as absurd.

Though musicals have besen produced in many countries, the genre is
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dominated by .. .~_cans, perhaps because it’s so intimately xreicted
to the American studio system. It is only really when one under-
stands the developmental difficulties of a genre sguch as the
Hollywood Musical, that one comes to understand the freedom which
today’s video directors have. BAmong the major challemges in the
conversion to sound that the early directors laboured under were
the cumbersoma and stationary camera and the poor gquality of the
sound recording. Before the camera becama more mobile, dancing
could not xeally be conceived spatially and most dance routines
seomed f£flat and lifeless. Singers had fewer problems in that they
could just stand still and sing, and hope that the sensitive
recording equipment would survive their high notes. As well as
the technical difficulties, there were contextual problems. What
worked on the musical stage (for, remember, the screen musical
partially owed Its genesis to operetta and the musical comedy)
would ot work in the musical £1lm, so a new aeathetic had to be
concelvad., The realistic eye of +the camera through which the
subjective aye of the director stared, demanded more than simply
filmed theatre. Musical numberg, if they were to hreak from theix
stage conventions, had to be structured in the cutting xoom.
Dance directors nseded to be more than chorasgraphers: they had to
possess an understanding of the wvignal)l demands of £ilm, while
directors needed a definite musical sensibility. This is5 es-
pecially true, of course, of nmusic-video directors. Few £ilm
makexrs, however,; realised that the musical numbers, no matter how
good, ought ¢o grow naturally out of the texturs of the work. It
was Rouben Mamoulian and Ernet Lubitsch who first recognised that

the f£ilm musical could have a freedom and flexibility unacceptable

- 23 -



in most other ‘realistic’ genres. Thelir Buropean backgrounds
helped bring a much needed scphistication to Hoilywood and, heing
well versed in the tradition of operetta, they knew that charac-
ters did not need a naturalistic exeuse to burst into song.
Musle-video directors (live Mamoulian and Lubitsch} do not search
for that ‘natwralistic excuser. Thelr audience expect to ‘see the
muslic’ and accept it in whatever dguise it comes. Mozt film
makers, however, felt that the only way to introduce song and
dance numbers into the narrative was in the context of a show - a
be.ef which 1led to the popularity and profusion of the backstage
msical and the show-within-a-show format. WNeedless to say, these
formats do not inspire many music-videcs simply because there is

no obligation to zeallsm.

By 1930, £four distinct types of movie-musical were emergingt: the
batkatage musical, the £ilm revue, the operstta, and the campus
musical. The singular genre of the foxties was the bhiopig,
usuaily of a composer or musical wnerformer. They were, however,
Iittle more than a feable excuse for a seriss of song and dance
numbers which often lacked an apprepriate sense of period; and
although the music was generally distinguilshed, the lives depicted
were almost interchangeabla, most of them adepting a cliched,
rags-to-riches format, and often mercilessly bending or distorting
the facts. In 1947, as the preserce of talevision began to loom
laxge over film pooduction, the musical suffered a decline hoth in
quality and guantity. As the decade drew to an end, TV's cou-
tinuing grip on audiences resulted in a shaxp decline In clnema

attendances. The sltuation was aggravated by the ¥MeCarthy
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communist witch hunts which did nothing to help the prestige of an
industry already humiliated by televisior and battered about the
ears by numerocus ecnnomic upheavals within the movie colony
itself. In 1856, the world of f£ilm and popular music was revo-
lutionized by the advent of rock ’n roll., Columbia Pictures made
*Rock Around The (lock" starring Bill Haley and his Comets, and
lvis  Presley, Hollywood®s  latest money-making acquisition,
lannched his career with “"Love Me Tender" followed in 1957 with
the popular and profitable “"Jallhouse Rock®., The pixties offered
very little to sing about. Elvis swivelled his hips through a
cycle of innocuous veiileles, and there was a wave of lnane "beach
party" musicals aimed primarily at the teenage market. The sovipw
economic relevance of this trend ocannot be dismissed - for the
first time, <teenagers had becore a major part of the ticketbuying

public and a viable econc wCe.

The xecognition of a separate sociceconomic clasy ~ the teenager -
has important applications for music-video as well. As author,
the director has no pre-crdained mandate in terms of the legiti-
macy of his dinterpretetion. He can but hope that the passage of
time, and successive re-readings of his video text, will have
ennabled the adolescent viewer to assimilate enough knowledge to
cume up with a work which is closer to the director’s in intention
(presuming, of course, that the results of the decoding are very
dissimilar), Howevexr, due to the time constraints mentioned in
the previous chapter relating to the productive phase of rock-
vidao, it 4is highly unlikely that the music-video would be
raeviewed even thred months after its debut £lighting.
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In 1970, “Woocdstock" ushered in a decade of documentary musicals
and filmed pop concesty such as “Elvis, That's The Way It J. ,
*Gimme Shelter", "The Song Remains The Same” and "Medicine Ball
Caravan" +to name only a handful. The documentary musical has
influenced its fair share of promo videos. The concept of showing
a performezr live in wvoncert has the adva tage of displaying his or
her raw energy, opopularity {as a funection of auvdience size),
entertaining skills, or even sheer musicianship away from the
tricks of the recording studio., In other words, the format has
dafinite advantages, not to mention the cost saviag as opposed tu
a storybocarded wvideo. ¥eanwhile, Broadway blockbusters such as
“Jesus Christ Superstar" and "The Wiz* did good business at both
the box office and the pop charts. Qther oasesg in the wastelands
of the genre were the Streisand remake of "A Star Is Born*, Marti.
Sgoxcese's "New York, New York® and "The Rose" starring Batte
Midier, all of which yislded anormously popular and sucecesful hit

songs.

Music is a highly abstract wmedium, tending towards pure form.
it's wvexy difficult, for instance, to speak of the "content" of a
musical phrase. Whan r 17ed with lyrice, muaic acguires more
concrete meaning, for words, of couxrse, have more specific
referonts than musical sounds alons. Beoth words and mus’ 2l notes
convey meanings, but each in a different manner. With or without
lyrics, music can be mere specific when juxtaposed with £fiim
images. Indeed, many musicians have complained that images tend
to rob music of ite beauty and ambiguity precisely hecauvse visuale

have a way of eanchoring musical tonea to specific ideas and



emotions, For instance, to guote an sarlier example, fow people
san  listen to Strauss's “Thus BSpake Zarathustra” without being

reminded of Kubrick’s ".:001: A Space Qdyssey”.

Mast £ilm music hes not progressed much beyond the silent movie
days: it is used foxr atmospheric effects, or merely as a back-
ground £iller. However, director/innovators such as Pudovkin and
Eisenstein insisted that music ifa £ilm must never serve mersely as
accompaniment: they felt that music ought to pr-serve its own
ling, its own integrity. The film eritic Paul Rotha claimed that
music must sven be allowed to dominate the image on occasion. The
use of muple in £ilm is surprisingly varied. Many directors still
use it as an intensifier of the lmage. Others lnsirt on purely
dosr»iptive music - a practice reforred to as "mickeymousing”. If
there are no hard and fast rules, at least, as haron Copland has
pointed out, 2 director must know what he wants from music dra-
matically. Pilm directore and composers work in a variety of
WAYS. Most composers begin after they have gasen a rough cut of
the £ilm, and some comporers don’t begin until the f£ilm has been

totally completed except for the music,

In the realm «f music-video, the priorvities ave completely in-
verted. Music~video hegins with the mugic, that is to say that
the sony 18 the starting point of the eveative exercise, Visual
imzges avxe created to complement the soundtrack which, in a sense,
is the ascript. Intexestingly enough, as the power of music-video
dovelops, it becomes incroaaingly self-perpetuating. A band such

as Belbivdevee claim to have *-itﬁen their songs with videos in
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mind. Thus the video producer does not approach their material as
a tabula rasa, instead it comes to ham, replete with intrinsic
vigual imagery. Any music-video director werth hisz salt would em-
ploy a double headed approach to the creation of 2 new video.
Firstly, a pyperusal of the 1yzics of the song would probably
suggest an outline tor the storyboard if the lyrics made particu-
larly apecific references”. Admittedly this sort of song is
rare, for most often tha subject matter is concerned with abstrac-
tions and emotions (love, Jealousy, heartbreak). Also, if one
could draw the analogy between the words of a song anc a poem,
then one would notice that both are ostensibly characterised by
lyricism and stylistic effects. In fact, both song words and
poetry owe much of thelr richness and appeal to the way in which
thay relate their content, rather than to the content itself. 1In
an analogous fashion, much of the richness of both music-~video and
£ilm comes not from a documentary-styled graphic reprosentation of
reality, but from the employment of cer%ain cinematographic

aeffects.

As early as 1948, Alexandre Astruc in his essay "La Camera-Stylo®"
ebserved that one of the vraditional problems of £ilm had been its
diffieculty in expressing ideas. Tha invention of sound, of

*  Sheena Baston’s "Modern Girl" is u case in point: the verse
It looks like rain again
She takes the train again
She’s on her way again through London town
Where she eats a tangerine
Flips through a magazine
Until it’s time to leave her dreams on the Underground
enjoys a concrote realisation.
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course, was an enozmous advantage +to the filmmaker, for with
spoken language, he could express virtuwally any kind of abstract
thought. But film makers also wanted to explore the possihility
of the image as a convoyor of abstract ideas. Indeed even before
the sound era, filmmakers had devised a number of nonverbal figu-
rative techniques. By figvrative technique, T understand an artise
tic device in which an object suggests abstract ldeas and emotions
over and akove what the object actually means. fThere are a numbex
of these technigues in both literature and cinema, but perhaps the
nost common are mutife, symbols, allegory and allusion. In actual
practica, thera is a considerable amount of overlapping ameng
these terms. All of these are "symbolic" devices since they im-
pute a significance to an object or event beyond its limited

denotative meaning.

To better understand the figurative techniques mentioned above,
let us Dbriefly turn our attention to Roland Barthes’ theory of
“myhh“14. Working on the base of the accopted triad of verbal
signification - concept (or signified) + accoustic signifier (or
image) = linguistic sign {the word) - Barthes explains the
construction of cultural statements zs a second order semlological
gystem built upon this first-level system of differences, In all
evaluative or cultural statemets we obsexve an elaboration of this
firgt-level syatem of signs. This occurs through what Barxthes
ealls a ’lateral shift’. This lateral shift, as T understand iy,
invulves the stripping of the sign of its denctativa or referen-
tia)l potential, #in oxder io pour Jinte its empty foxm (now a

gignifier) a whale new ranga of signifleds {connctations). The
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sign becomes “myth" {the third level) when it is used to absorb a
new and highly selective Yconcept'. Swch a highly cncoded sign
then {functions, by 1ts selective expleitation of the first-lovel
meaning, to propose as ‘real! an intorested position. By immobi-
lising speoch, Baxthea would contend, such a strategy ‘drains’

language of history.

Figurative tech-’yues never quite get inte the realm of "ayth-,
simply becauss they do not present themselvns as real. They only
function in counterpoint to the '=ign’, not az a roplacomont feor
it Thase symbolic devicea, therefore, bring additional mcaning
-~ not exelusively new meaning.

Motifs are so totally integrated within the realistic texture of a
film that they become 'submerged’ or ‘invisible' symbols  Often
they axe systematically repeated yet seldom gall atvention oo
themaalves, whether they be musical, kinetile, verbal or aural. A
symbol. doesn’t have to b2 repeated to suggest ldoae bacause lts
significance is usually cloar from its speeific deomatic contoxt.
Like wmotifs, symbols ecan Dbe palpable objects, but there is ade
ditional meaning implied. In allegory; a Ono-to-One Coyrrose
pondence exists between a charactor or situvation and a broad ¢z
rather ~pparent symbolic idea. An allusion is an implicd
refarence, usually to a well-known avent, porson, or work of art.
In the cinema, an overt reference or allusion to another movie,
director or wemerable shot is sometimes called a hommage. The
einematic hommage is not only a kind of “guote", but the direa-

tor's tribute to a previous cinematic master or a contomporary
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colleagque. The oeuvre of musicevideo is littercd with hommages,
thoses not-po-subtle nods te the cinema*s most glorious moments, A
case jin poaint is Whitney Houston's videe for her 1950 hit "I'm
Your Bﬁay Tonightn. whitney appears 4in a number of guises,
ineludig those of Maprlens Dietrich and Audrey Hepburn. The
imitat.ons are not wholly convincing - and how could they be since
Whitney is black ~ but they are instantly recognizable if the
viower hags scen the original filmic texts. Nobody wore a white
tuxedo in a 30°'s nightelub like Dietrich, and nobody tossed a pony
£ail ao litholy whilst drossed in a black turtleneck and leggings
in 1 Parisienne beatnik olup as Auwdray Hepburn in "Funny Face",
Howowoy, just because hommagoes are not alwave rocognised does not
wegate the validity of the collective unconscious of residual
imagor,  “her. are decper and move resonant reforences fished from
the pool that the viower may recogniso, symbo.s which have a
mythic dimension (a Jungian dimension) that transcends education.
It ia this mythic dimonsion of symbols which I shall be examining
in a lator chapter ontitled "The Semiotics of Idolatey",

The peint wae nmadeo ocaxlior that a video direcior employs a dunl
appreach in the creation of his wvideo. Quite apart from the guide
lines that a gsong’s lyries ean lay down, there is one other madur
consideration that can format the video - +he music itself., Q(u.te
simply, the sound of a song can influence the video's look. A
song’'s rhythm can affect the pacing of the video, the instrumen-
tation ¢an influence the background setting, the arrangement can
dictate whether a live/documantary apyproach on a concept/story-
hoard approach is followed. Tha poermutations are endlesa.



Parthermere, the particuvlar genre of the music, whether it be
country, MOR, high-energy, house, hip hop, jazz, fusion, soul,
funk, rare groove, underground, alternative, crossover, mainstream
dance, rap, rhythm and blues, heavy metal, rock or reggae, can
exert a major influence on the video's styling. Certain genres of
mugic traditionally produce cextain kinds of videos. Keyan
Thmasellils, in commenting on genre movies, nake: some egually
valid comments: "Genre movies are very rarely disturbing, Inno-
vative, ox openly deviant.", By playing with the viewer's
oxpactations and preconceptions, tha videco director can create

something that is both appropriate and alaxming.

Although theavily indebted to the cinema of Hollywood, and specifi-
cally to its mythology, musip-video ovinces distinct practical and -
ideclogical difforences, On a pragtiecal level, even though we
have linked the two mediam at the level of materials of expression,
MeTvhan would argue that this description of the image is too
general and doas not take into account the fact that in one case
{(film) the image ig refelected whilst in the other case (music-
video on television) the image 1is projected directly at the
viewern. Secondly, music (the soundtrack) ig employed in different
waya: 1in film it can be used for atmospheric effect,; as a back-
ground filler, as an intensifier of the image (all facets of
"mickeymousing®), whilst ln rock-video musmic his a primal function
ag the given of the creative exerclse. The type of music can also
dictate the genre of music-vidces produced. Thirdly, the duration
of film is considerably more extended than that of promo-videe,

allowing for the establishment of character and cchesive narrative
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logic {a hallmark of the classical Hollywood cinemaj. %he final
majoxr difference is at the level of "punctuation"; in cinematic
texts, it is a specific code of visual signals between large units
of f£ilm, 4in video toxts, punctuation ig not a means w0 an end but

an end in itself.

Ideclogically, punctuation has important ramifications. Music~
videcr with 4its manic punctuation, makes tha viewer struggle with
the building of new significations, and makes him ox her annable
to use the normal (and ideclogy-infested) codes of vision. Unlike
Hollywood £ilm, =xock-video has no obligation to realism. Music-
video is an open sign and therefore capble of being read in nume-
rous varying waya (reception theory), although there are images
which must occur in virtually all readers’ works. These "theo-
logical" images, or messages, do not impute absolute meaning to
the aunthor, but rather to the readexs fmass audience) who ghare a
common pool of reference, These images in the collective uncons-
glous can be either learned (the hommage), or simply a given (a
desp sub stratum of myth). Finally, on a motivational level,
mazic~video is at wvariance with £ilm: the foxrmer is a publicity
for a product whilet the latter 4= the pzoduct itself,
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MUSIC-VIDED AND TELEVISION

I have spoken about the relationship between f£film and music-video,
and I would now 1like to characterise the relationship between
rock-video and televigion. Much of what I shall discuss with
referance to the satylistices of television has an egual validity
viz a vis c¢inematic conventions of conveying meaning in the wvisual

arta.

The degree of hybridization involved in rock-videc offexs an
especially favourable opportunity £for the serutiny of the strue-
tural components of various visual genxes which combine in such a
product. For Ainstance, an obvious distinction could be made
concerning durationy promo videos are much shorter® than normal
telovision fare, but Ilonger than a television commercial. This
suits +the hybrid status that music-videos possess: thay do provide
entertainment (normal television fare) yet they directly serve
financial intexeste in that they are selling a song and promoting
a product (television commercial). Quite what the promoted
product is (song, single, album, srtist or vides) need not concern

ug now, suffice to say that there is & definite commercial

* Most recorded songs axe approximtely three and 2 half
minutes. The video single will usually be slightly longexr to
accomodate dramatic demands if & narrative is being followed.
David Bowie's ‘“Jagzing Efor Blue Jean*, directad by Julian
Temple, pushes definition to the limit. At 19 minutes, it is
clearly a oronssover entertainment betwsen a rock-video and &
televised one-act play. Similarly, -Janet Jackson's award
winning “Rhythm Nation 1814", which rung for half an hour, is
extraordinarily long and 1ls perhaps the precursor of a new
breed of longform music-video programming.
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mnotivation. However, whereas advertisers pay notworks for the
screening of theirx comme:_:cials, record rompanies have notpaid in
the pagt to have thelr promo-videos shown®. In Burope, es-
pecially Germany, the latest trend is for the network to offer the
record company a nominal payment. BAmerica, not to be outdone, is

rapidly following suit.

Another essential difference between music-video and TV is the
sole played by the soundtrack. In normal television programming
(sitcom, =soap opera ete.), characters act and speak., This Is the
viéwers' primiry interast. There im alsc a strict logical corre-
lation hotween .what we see and what is said i.e. when we hear a
character talk we expect to see him moving his mouth in the act of
speach. When this does not toour Lt usuvally laplies the conven~
tion of fixst person thought, commonly known ag voice-over [or
else the soundtrack is out of syne). Audiences expect a one-to-
ong relationship between the visvalz and natwral sound (i.e,
natural in everyday life} where one necessarily implies the
cthexr. More specificvally, when we hsar tyres screeching and horns
honking, we expect to ses a car chass. These vehicu’'r neises are
motivated sailgns; they arouse our expectations because in real life
we have ostablished the "tyres + horn = chase" aquation whilch has

been axtensively reinforced by our television viewing.

1 The understanding ig that wvideo clips used as promotional
material are provided gratis, but that when used as program-
ning matarial ({eg. a eyndicated clip show), a small fes is
charged. The distinction between promotional and prograrming
is a very fine one and often ruthlessly exploited,
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Telavision algo makes freguent use of unnatural sound, the best
example being background music. This kind of sound works by
internalised convention and is thus an aural metaphor. We associ-
ate sBoft melodie straing with lovers silhouettnd at sunset. Such
masic dis wsed "to clarify and sometimes create the connotative
meaning of a shot, 16 Tha sound is wumnatnral bocause it is
imposed on reality (edited on in the post-production stages) and
it is not what we would axpact to find in our day to day exis-
tence. When walking down a darkened hallway lata at night we
expect te hear creaking floorboards (natural aound)*, but we
certainly do not expect to hear sereeching vicline (unnatural

sound).

What makos music-video different, indeed revolutionary, is that it
breaks every one of these conventions., If wa attempt to read it
as wo would oconventional televisnal texts, we are doomed to
failure, Much of what we see on television operates in a dimen-
sion of reality, due to an abundance of “"live" programming: spoxt,
gpecia) occasions, etc. There are oven shows (&g. "Revue Plus*)
which purpoxt to be *'live’ but are not, This is indicative of the
very high premium which is placed on flive’ which has become
synonomous televisually with ‘real', 2as concluded In the previous
chapter, music-video has no obligations t¢ realiem. Due to this
tonet of its ideology, the language of rock~video and that of
tolevision are radically different and should never be sonfused.

16, TV would probably boost thia for heightened effect.
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Incomprehension of rock-video has four major sourcest

1) one is 50 accoustomed <o reading televisual rexts on the TV
medium that the language and the medium become indelibly
associated. This rigidity of expectation ir challenged by
music~video texts.

2} one is so naturalized to TV conventions (ag. realism) that one
iz unnable to accomodate the variant stylistice of music-video
(which often seeks to expose the cliches of televisual texts).

3) one vcannot understand the appeal of the video soundtrack (loud
rock music) or the video parformers (all wusually under forty
and wearing outlandish garb and/or make-up).

4) the wvideo has been edited and the narrative saguence becomes

confusing,

What 4is important to note here, especially with regard to {1) and
(2}, is that the medium of television evinces what Kennoth
Boulding calls a "break houndary", that is to say “"the system [of
talevision] suddenly changes into another or passes some polnt of
no weturn in its dynamic proceases"l?, Not suxprisingly, one of
the most common canses of breaks in any system is the cross-
fertilization with another sygtem, such as happaned with the 7-

single and television that yielded the promo-video.

Whereéas normal TV production begins with the seript, music-video
beginsg with the soundtrack (i.e. the song). Whereas a TV directoxr
can cut, change, delete, or add scenes and dialogue to accomodate
the demands of finance, logic, pace, suspense, ete., the music-

vides director cannot tamper in any way with his soundtrack,
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Whatever happens, the song xremains the same. As an a priori

truth, the video iy dxiven by the soundtrack.

Where music-video differs quite drastically again from TV is in
the portrayal of the soundtrackfs origins. In normal television
we assume a correlation, as I have stated above, between visuals
and natursl scound. The voice will alwayé belong to the perxson
whose mouth is moving. In promo~-video this assumption does not
always hold true. Often the artist whose volce we hear appears on
the goreen with his mouth wvery firmly shut, at other times the
same artist will be Ffuriously lip-synching., To further confuse
matters, there ara even videos like “Cry" by Godley and Creme
where numerous characters are shown individually singing/synching,

but where the veocal goundtrack remains the same.

sometimes the music will appear as natural sound in that the band
will bhe sesen perxforming, whilst at other times the music will ke
unnatural becuse the visuals will show no discernable genesis for
the sound. The unusualness of this phenomenun must not be under-
estimated: in televieual discourse it is cexrtainly possible to
hear natural sound/noise and never be shown its rause {a gunshot
could indicate that the depressed man has killed himself, or that
the convicted prisoner has been exocuted by the firing squad),
although we ara expected to predict the course of events without
the benefit of visual explanation. In music-video texmns, sound igm
stxipped of its narrdative weight, it does not necessarily aid oux
comprahension of what we see on the screen, despite the fact that

the sound/song iz the driving force behind the music~videso. We
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can therefore catalogue the rock-video sovundtrack as follows:

1} motivated (natural) vocals and motivated (natural) music {eg.
*"Glory Days", "Everythang She Wants").

2) motivated vocals and unmotivated music {eg. "Soul Kiss*, °“Shy
Boy™)

3) Unmﬁtivated vocals®™ and unmotivated music {eg. °I'm on
Fire", "Into the Groove")

4) mized wvocals and unmotivated music (eg. "Machinery", "“In My
House"}

5) Imageless (unmotivated; +vocals and unmotivated music (eq.
"rajisley bPaxk®, "Freedem ‘90%)

In this last category neiiher the parformer nor the musicians are

@gver saen, I call this kind of video imageless bacause it is

virtually impossible foxr an act to convey an image# if they are

not sean.

*+ is wvital to note that in a discourse where the soundirack is

Jposedly of paramount and primary importence, four out of the
five soundtyack categories use unmotivated music, analagous to
background musia. There 48 a physiclogical reason for this, of

gourse., Anyone watching o music-' .deo pays persistent attention

* To give promo-video the benefit of the doubt, we can posit
that motivated and mixed vecals are intended to convey first
person thought and are therafore meaningful.

# The only imageless videos I have seen ars by artists who are
already suparstarz with well-~defined images (which wertainly
ljightens the worklcad of the wideo). Such supersuccessful
acts may decline to meke wvideos for several recasons (eg. a
lack of time dua teo recording or touring committments) and
they wield asuch financial muscle that their recoxd company
vannot force them to appeax.’
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to the moving pictures, and only a fraction to socund because,
according to Dessa Fox, “"close to seventy-five percent of sensory
information comes in through the retina*l8, This whole pha-
nomanon seems to me to be indicative of the fact that music-video
has less to do with music (and showing artists to be musicians)
than with image making and the promnticn of perfermers as “"mythi-
cal"¥ figures. Of course, 1990's scandalous debacle of Milii

Vanilli only lends credence to my contention.’

According to Fiske and Hartley, “the mov ’realistic’ a programme
‘is thought to be, the more trusted, enjoyable - and therefors the

more popular - it bocomes."1?  The notion of realism in itself
is a complex and challenging one, yet vhatever the definition in
conventional telaviaual terms, the statement would not hold an
agqual  va..dity in music-video terms. Promo-video prides itself on
its novelty, its nowness, its originality, its creativity. Often,
but not always, the music-video assumes a Brechtlan candour or a
Kafkaesque confusion in its capacity to contradict the ’'naturalis-
tic fiction’ of realism. The video deliberately refrains from
utilising its considerable energles in the production of sense in
its various mnessages; instead 4t vacillates, holds bhack, and
thexeby shaiters, and reforms the established real-seeming. Its

hesitancy “defamiliarises the conventions of the genre, putting

# I use the word Iin ity Barthean sense.

$ The Grammy-winning due Milli vanilli had thelr awazd for Best
New Artist withdrawn when it was xevealed that the two
performers didn't even sing on their album., Clearly not
musicians at all, but great persona’s on which Lo hang a pop
carveer - literally and figuratively.
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into crisis the way in which sense passes into the realm of the
natural—seeming.“zo The effect of defamiliarization, it is
suggested, is to produce in the audience an awareness of the
radical inadequacies of the established norms (particularly as
these have established an apparent monopoly in ways of seeing).
Realism in rock-video, however, is a2 two-edged sword. Not only
should we take into account the perscnas of the vide 2's per-
formars, but alsoc the commercial strategies in pr .. ng an
action that Jlooks real (real/natural/normal in everyda, . -} asa
oppoged to one that is real (that actually occurs or occured in
real 1ife). Bruge Springsteen as a garage mechanic or a crane
operattr (guises which he has sssumed in his videos) might look
real/common/down to earth, but is it a real and accurate presan-
tation of the man? I merely %touch on the peint at this stage, hut
it is an imporxtant one which T will return to in the latex
analysas of rock-videos where I suggest that this forms part of a
marketing strategy +to give the artist “street appeal" or
"eredibility”.

Although musie-vides c¢an bhe viewed in disces, shopping malls,
bowling alleys, laundromats ete, they are mast often seen on
television. oftan, whole shows are devoted to them (and oversaas
whele channels), Such shows are justified by 9V chisfs because
they generate advertising revenue, generated in turn by large
andience  figures that are nestly delinevated inte specific
demographic patierns. The you.a market that tunes into "Fast
Forward" is a recognlzably lucrative one. In programming terma

therefore, there is a bizerre situvation where sdvertisezrs are



paylng to place their product in the backwash surrounding ree. od
company’s commexcials (i.e. wmusic-videos), .wr let there be no
doubt, no matter how creative ov artistic a video is, it has been
made for a purpose -~ to promote an act and thelr song. This is in
line witk eritical - studiee by researchers such ag Janet Wolff2l
which d4iffer from the Marxist sociological study of art .nd litera~
ture iIn paying more attention to the very material [and therefore
less jideological) aspects of the social production of art., With-
out limiting thiz discussion to questions of finance and ownex-
ship, I vontend that purely ldevlogizal analyses are ingufficient
if they are not supplemented by an understanding of groups,
pressuras, hierarchies and power relationz within organisations

involved in the general prorass of the production of culture,

The Marxist acvsthetic is extremely important with zegard to
music-video as representatica  of art in general becav.e it fora-
fronts the notion of art-as-ideclogy, but the emphasia on this
aspact of art has as its corollary a curious lack of interast in
inatitutional factors involved in the rock-videc's production.
Since music-video is5 clearly, as I have shown, a collaborative and
non-individual production of cultural work, it necessitates the
recognition and study of mediating influences and oxganisational

constraints,

The two points which 1 am making here are (i) that we be aware of
thae wvery real financial determinants of the centent of a cultural
product such as rock-~video, and (ii] that the pzoduction of

music-videe 1s "a collaborative affair«22, ryor example although
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rock-vidoeos tend to be knowr a3z their directors’ product, clearly
thore is eorucial work involved by producens, camera orews, Derw
formers, storybeard writers, editors and many others, just at tne
production stago. But art is not just a collsborative affair
bocause it depends for its creation on “support personnal“zs, it
is a collettive product because it refers to aspects of cultural
production which de not feature in thsa immediate making of the
work, but are nocessary preconditions foxr it - certain techno-
legical proroguisites, and partionlar aesthetic codes or genres on
which a now work will call and which it will, to some extent, even

in innevating employ.

Up till this point, I have been emphiasising the oxtent toe which W
uses a constracted semioctic syskem to communicate culturally
agreed, <onventional meanings. If its signs are all artifice, and
in the final anelysis all abitrary, how then does the world out-
side presouated nightly appear so real., Fiske and Hartley argue
that “realism ie the mode in which our particular culture prefors
ite ritual condonsations %o be cast"?4, In the light of music-
video this would appear to be too much of a swecping genorali-
zation. The fact of rockeviden’s exintonce, not to mention ite
widespread accoptance, gives the lie to their statement. They de,
hawover, guite rightly point out that reality is always ex-
perieneed through the mediating structures 2f language. Further-
mora, they touch on tha catalyst for deconstruction in stacing
that "language doees not draw much attention to its own artifice:
it is in soume ways salf-affacing“25. Although I will not cover
deconstructionist theory in thig dissertation, I will briofly
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paraphrage Hillis Miller who guotes Georges Poulet that *language
at its most expressive is a periectly transpagent medium® . 26

Musle-video, as we hive noted, rejects a realistic poertrayal of
events that places the viewer/consmmer in a subjectified consumer
role. By preferring to cast its messages in other modes apart
from *realism®, vrock-vides does not rely on the transparency of
its medium. Instead it possesses an implicit grasp of its own
rhetorical strategies. It is avowedly post-styucturalist in its
refusal to acceept the idea of stracture as in any sense given, or
ohjectively fthexe’ in the text., Music-video cheerfuily plays
with i%s ability to contradict realism, always insinunting new

waya of seeing on the viewer.

Throughout the course of this cbagter, I have attempted to de~
lineate the structural parameters of music-video which reconcile
it with conventional telen.sual discourse (collaborative efforts,
material aspects of production) and differentiate it from tele-
vignal discourse (duration, roalism as preferred mode), Othex
varfances occwr at the level of sound which, in music-video, is
stripped of its narrvative weight because, anlike televisual gon-
ventions of natural and unnatural scund, it does not necessarily
ald our comprehension. Also, the soundtrack in rock-vides ie the
gonesis of the entire enterprise and should, theoretically, never
be tampered with, Yet, despite the centrallty of tha scundtrack,
it rates a poor physiological second to the sense of sight {oux
predopinant sensory input) which, combined with zock-video’s

overvhelming wuse of unmotivated music/vocals, leade one to
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guestion what the Ffurction of a music-video really is. Finally,
music-video differa Irom televisual discourse in that, unlike the
lattey, it doesn’t profer realism as a broadcast mode, but instead
draws attention +to itself, forecing the viewer to readjust his
critical perspective. The conclusion to be drawn is that music-
video, although often viewad on television, is not the sane

discourse as T and has evinced a  "break-boundary".
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MUSIC-VIDED AND COMMERCIAT.S

Tthe main  intention of this chapter is to show the dual
relationship onjoyed by music~video and commercisls; firstly on a
practical level, and secondly on the level of intention, On a
practical Jlevel, we shall be examining thelr common ground in
raspect ©of duration, pacing, editing eto. on the level of
intention, we shall occupy ourselves with questions relating to
motivation, the convayance of the advertising message, hard sell

and soft sell ete.

Conventional television advertising iz genexrally referred to as
spots. By implicdtion, a television spot refers to a particular
time espan, bought and paid for by the advartiser, la which a
commereial iz flighted on a specified television channel. The
financial transaction involved here has important ramifications:
™ time ocosts monoy, the longe» the commercial the more the
advertiser hag to pay. Secondly, the advertisar iz able to target
a particular audience by choosing when he wishes to £iight his
commexeial. Not only can he select the time of the month or the
day of the week, but he can also xefine his sslection to such a
dogree as to specify vhich televigion programme should carry his
advertisement. Naturally, some time channels are more expensive
than others, depending on the average measured audience eize, The
advertiser ig therefores responsible for a certain monetary outlay:
initially in the manufacture of his televieion conmercial
{production handled by his advertising agency), subseguantly
bocking a spot of a certain pericd of seconds at a partinulai.tima
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on a particular television channel.

The only link with music-video at this lsvel is in the financial
outiay for the manufactare of the commercial. Record companies do
not pay +to have their music-videog flighted, and in fact in some
c¢ases the television stations actually pay for using the clip. To
reverse the analogy completely, A.S5.A.M.I. {the Association of
South African Music Industries} recently sifned a deal with the
South African Broadeasting Corporation that entails payment by the
latter organisat.on per every 30 seconds (or fraction thereof) of
nusle-video screened. The rationale behind this is that music-
video is ertertainment (on much the same lines as a sit-com or
mini-series is}, and that it therefore attracts viewers to the
ch-nnel and thereby becomes a means for attracting conventional
advertising vrands. Certalnly, mueic-videos often have star appeal
rviere  the performer is an established entertainer), but this
srould not blind us to its intrinsic function as a selling tool.
Star endorsements are a recoimised marketing ploy, and, at the end
of the day, what is the differcnce between Brenda Fassie extolling
the praises of a feminine hygiene product in a tv commercial and
Hrenda Fassie singing her lateat hit in a video, espscially when
both portray her as a concert entertainesn?

0f course, the similarities between & Brenda endorsement commer-
¢ial and a Brenda music-video do not merely rest on tha fact that
Brenda's prasence is an intwinsic wrt of both enierprises. On a
level of pacing and edating, the two texts shaze common ground., A

rertain xapldity of cuts (the “punctuation*}, creating 4 sense of
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momentum and wvelecity, 15 to be found in both the commexcial and
the music-~ wvideo. Rapidity of editing is certainly a hallmark of
certain commexcials. This is not surprising when one looks at the
time factor involved and the ensuing coste invelved for the advere

tiser. Nevertheless, it 1s interesting to note that of all the
various visual inputs that music-video has cannibalised, noteéhly
film, television and advertising, it should be the world «f adver-
tising which has proved to ba the most influential - in terms of
pacing. Mugiz-video runs on a wanic energy; like its parent

commersial it has so much to communicate before its time is up.

The interrelationship hetween advrertising and music-video is not
merely uni-directional. For every Joko tea commercial that ylolds
an extended c¢lone (Brenda Fasele’s "Umuntu Ngumuntu Ngabantu®},
there is a commercial that draws on a pungent set of images from
the realm of music-video. rerhaps this phenomeneon is not aas
stylistically wunuswal as it may seem, Most commercial directors
are video directoxs and vice versa, Tha disciplines are so
sinilax that the same parsonnel scem to deuble up, miking commer-
¢inls for the money and making music-videos for the creative kick

it imparts.

T have already stated that the length of an average music-video is
dictated by the length of +the song ltaself, usually about foux
minutes, Interestingly enouwgh, the average duration of & song is
dictated by CHR (commercial hit gpadio), but guite whac theirx
criterion of salection is escapes dafinition. Suffice to so- that

the average length of Bong has increased dramatically (3
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approximately two and 2 half minutes a goneration ago to its
corrent timing. Music-video is always as long if not longexr than
the song, depending on what dramatic prologues or eplilogues are
used to flesh out the nagrative structure. In fact it is not
upheard of for a video to ovhe in long and short versions (e.q.
Tina Tuxner’s “Private Dancar®), ox even in different formats fox

different territories (Sheena Baston’'s "Eternity" in international

and U.K. versions).

Music-video cannot, of coursge, choose its moment. By this I mean
that it cannot dictate jost when and where 1t wishes to be
flighted. Most often it 18 limited +o shows that have a
paxticular time allcocation for music-videos, or alse it is used as
a filler item. Eithexr way, it is at the discvretion of a producer
oY programmer ag$ to whon a music-video will be broadcast. And, of
gourse, the sheer length of & music-video makes it exhorbitantly

impractical to buy time to screen it as a commercial.

In a sense, the aforementloned discussion of practical finaneial
considerations beogs the question of the level of intention of
musle-vidoeo aB opposed to television advertising. The transactilon
of monies implies sgome commereial motivation, & point which I
would like to stress., No matter the producticon values, the star
appeal, the coredibility factor of a music-video, it is much, much
more than a slmple entertainment. It is being scrcenad (and has
been manufactured) with the express Intention <f promoting a
ecartain product, What wo now have to ask curselves, ls just what

that product is.
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In a later chapier {"Music-Videc: The Fourth Format™), I suggest
that the answey +to this question could be the video itself, but
for now wo could say that an immediate answer would be “the song“,
whicth we ¢ould take to mean “tha record'® whether it be album or
gingle. An important diztinction should be led at this stage -
tha* betwsen album snd single - for the profitability factor of
each is wvery different. As a rule of thoumb, record companles do
net make money on singles, only on albums {and then handsomely).
in fact so little money is made on singles that production has
haltad intermationally except £for the most major of markets.
South Africa, fer instance, no longer has a 7-single trade. The
problem is that to sell an album successfully, & record company
really needs a hit single [i.e. a radio hit), Thus the seven-inch
serap of vinyl hﬁs become & loss leader item overseas that fosters
increased album sales. If muslc-video is viewed to be promoting
the =single, then it must be understood that that is merely one
1ink in the ¢hain that seemingly ends wity the paramount success

of the album.

Intorestingly enough, music-video rarely exploits its considerable
atrtime in a direct and blatant pluy £for the record. In
Merrissey’'s “Everyday is Like Sunday®, reword buyers are glimpsed
in a gqueue, all clutching coples of the maxi version of tha song.
In Heart’s "Who Will You Run To", the video is filled with the
animated beasts that form the album sleeve artwork (subtle re-
inforcement), but also finishes with a shot of the crumpled album
aleave (blatant}, These are isolated egamples, bui thoy point to

an interesting phenomenon: why is it that music-videos are net
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liberally peppered with shots of album sleeves, or happy consumers

enjoying their musical purchase?

One could eaxcuse this anomaly on the grounds that the musiv-video
treads on such a fine line with television networks as to who
should be paying whom for what, that it makes it look less like a
cormmercial if the blatant product plug is left out. But this
attributes to music-video {and by this I mean the producers and
record companies) a greater sonsitivity and integrity than they
really enjoy. I would argue that music-video ig not trying to
gell the song (i.e. single il.e., albuem) as it is actually trying to

“sell" the artist.

Selling the awtist? By this I mean part of an cagoing marketing
campail¢gn to promote the artist through his wisual identity (remen-
bering Dessa Fox's contention that 75% of all sensory informet on
comes Lfrom the retina). In effect, the chain that started with
tha wvideo, now actually ends with the artist. The financial
ramifications of selling the artist are obviously wch more exten-
aive than selling the latest vecoxd. Immediately we have ta take
into a-count back catalogue (all the artist's previous albums),
not t. ention increased anticipation for fortheoming product.
Alsa, the whole look of an artist has become an arena open to
considerable commercial exploitation (T-shizts, badges and all
forms of merchandising bearing the ipage of the performer) from
which the record company benefits considerably. One has only to
look at the phenomenon of New Kida On The Block whose remariabla
sugceas on the pop charts has been complately eclipsed by the

- 81 =



merchandising enterprise which has sprung up around thesm.

Musle-video and commercials shave much common ground in regard to
the ‘sign’' of Barthes’ third-level semiology of myth, as defined
in & previous chapter. At the second-level, the final term of the
first triad (the ‘szign'y is atripped of its concreteness, its
raferential or denctative potential, and  becomes merely a new
'signifier’, an empty form, As such it is used as the first link
in a new, setond-order chain of meaning. As this process is on-
acted, an important ambiguity exists. The concreteness and his-
tory of tha second-level 'sign*® is held in check. The richneas of
concxete meaning is held at one’s disposal and can be callew on or
diemissed at will to fuel the third-level sign - ‘myth?. 'Myth’
uses the referentizl aspect of a sign to 'innoculate’ reality,
admitting Just enough =zxeferentizl truth to provide a respectable
‘alibit for itas own interests. For this reason it is important to
the mythmaker (say the advertisex} that his message be zead
innocently, as a firstworder inductive system of meaning, where
slgnifler and slgnified have a "naturcl’ relationship, that is as

a system of facts.

Through +the procedures I have rosumed above, the oncoders of myth
{in our case the advertisers) present +the norms of a dominant
gottor of soclety as ovident laws of the natural ordex. In
advertising, the guantitative and cumulative effect of auch presen-
tations of preferred ethics, standands, and life-styles is certain-
ly a force to be wackoned with in cultuze. We attempt to

dismantle the structural procedures which ennable the dominant



norms  to asgsert themselves, slowl, wmt surely, as the ’'natural’ or
obvioug' reality as dreamed or imagined (vide Althusser), if not
livad by the majority of society: "a representation of the imagi-
nary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of exig-
tencen 27, It is this process of turning History into Nature,
interest into common-sense, and in the process, historical man
into universal, eternal bourgeois, that indexes the passage fxrom

the real to the ldeological.

The difference between the open eign of music-video and that of
- wertising lies in its field of application. Although the ‘myth’
of the third-level is constructed in identical wayes in both
instances, muslc~video rfmyth’ does not expect ite ideoiugy to be
.accepted and lived by the viewax, Instead it attempts to
differentiate, in many instances, lts own world-view from that of
the decoder., Rock-videc alienates itself from advertising ‘myth '
at tha stage of the second-level ‘signified’ by preferring an
alternative set of connotations, The ‘myth' of musig-video is
alse univexsal - but it is universal only te the performers who

inhabit its universe, not to the eternal bouxgeois,

What I have attempted to show in thisg chapter arxe the very real
links which exist between pop-video and commercials. At the level
¢f the open sign of myth, the two are construeted identically, but
differ in the gensralised application of the cultural world-view
proposed. In terms of thalr form (pacing, editing ete.) and thein
intention (eelling & product), rock-video aund commercials have
cbvious similarities. This product is not necessarily physical (a



slab of wvinyl) but something much more valuable and intangible (an
artist’s image}. As an addendum, I wmmst note that recent
developments would seem to indicate that the music-video is also
selling itself. In the Ninetles, the video clip has become a
consumer ditem, f£ound not Just on television screens, but on
supermerket shelves. In this regard, it must now be considered as
an extension of the merchandising thzust that propals entertainers
into icons. And Bo it is to the development of artist ideuntity -

or idolatry - that we mugt now turn our attention.
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VIDEQ IDOLATRY

One of the prime functions of the music-industry has always been
the elevation of personalitiss into Personalities, the transfor-
mation of arbitrary individuals witl scme small modicum of musical
talent into objects of veneration. In earlier years, the recoxd
industry velied almost entirely on iconic formulations such as
recvord covers and posters to convey an artist’s particular image
to hie public, With the advent ﬁf musice—video (and by its very
nature), the arepa of Iimage creation has become open te increa-
singly greater exploitatioa. The staticity of the single instant
posed photograph is lamentably ineffective when compared with the
four minute rock-video. Because the video is not limited by a
necessity to intarprét the lyrical material in viswal form, that
is to say to concrately realise the words of the song, those four
minutes of scresning time are available for the dissemanation of
whatever message the video chooses to convey, By impuating human
ageney to the musig-video, I am not trying to be obfuscatory in
Lorms of creative responsibility., 1t should be glear by now that
there are fipaneial interests which demand to be served, and that
these interests are from withia th. industry ltself, The mbesages
which are “encoded” may seem idolatrous (and in virtually all

raspactg they awva) but they obey a higher master - commexce.

the concept of encoding® (and its supposed wmirror-image
"dJemoding*) are theoretical tools used in the study of semioclogy -
the science of sign® and codss, In semiotie terminology, messages

and meanings are encoded in cultnral products (muéiu-videc would
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b such ¢ cultoral product), to be decoded by aundiences, The
televisual discourse which we read (such w8 the ‘“realistig®
docurentary prograrme) oparates in the domain of denotatjion, that
ig to say the literal transeription of zeality in la.guage. In
marked contrast, T would argue, the texts of music-video make ex-
tensive and perpetual use of conpotation, that is to say "more
convent.ionalised and changeable, assoclative meanings, which ...
mupt depend on the intervention of cogus® 28 {which we shall he
examining later in this chapter). Although Hall does not utilise
the distinction between denotation and connotation this way,
claiming that it is merely analytic, I find it a useful criterion
of analysis. Though by no means denying the validity of Hall's
ronclusion that most signs combine both connotative and denatative
aspects, I contend that rock-video draws almost all of its
gtylistig righness from the symbolie possibilities inherent in
connotation. Meanings are not fixed in natural perception, not
wholly naturalised, and their fludidity of signification can be
more fully exploited and transformed. Quite cleaxly, as Hall
indicates, the leve)l of connotation of the visval sign is the
point where already coded signs intersect with the deep semantic
codet of a sulture and take on additional, more active ideclogical
dimensions -~ myth. Thus, in music~video, we arxe shown numexous
examples of mythical f£figures (as opposed to mexe pop stars),
figures which we recognise since they form part of our gultural
inheritance, £firmly entrenched and neccesary. They are, as

Barthes puts it, the "iragments of 1deology"2?,

The extension amd application of  Barthesan wmyth in the
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entertainment paradigm is daftly explored in Gore Vidal's Myra
gregkiggidga.3° In thia novel, the epeonymous character tells
£allow show-business agenkt, Letitia Von Allen, of the peculiar
nature of the work with which they are involvad, Althungh dealing
specifically with film actors and ackresses, Myra's words are an

admirable expression of music-~video lore:

'walent ig not what Unele Buck and I deal in, Miss Van Allen,"
I said, lightly clenching my hand on Buwk'’s clenched fist., We
deal in mpyths. At any given moment the world reguires one
full-bedied blonde Aphrodite (Jean Harlow), one dazk siren of
flawlers beauvty (Hedy Lamarr), one powerful inarticulate hrute
of a .. (Jechn Wayno), one smooth debonair charmexr (Melvyn
Pouglasy ,... and 8o on, Clympus ;upports many gods and
godesses and they are truly eternal®, since whenever ane
fades oxr falls another promptly takes his place, fox the race
requires that the pantheon be always filled. So what we are
locking for - and what you, Miss Von Allen, have found time
and again - are those mythic figqures who, at the right moment,
can be placed upon thelr proper pedestal.... In fact, aa in
any other business, we must begin with market rescarch. This
means carefuly analysing Olympus to find out which archetypal
rolos are temporarily vacant and who are the contendors... At
this very moment, perhaps in this very xoom, there are unknown
boys and gixls deatined to be - for the length of a career -
like gods,... BAnd so, ... we mugt copstantly test and analyse
the young mon and women of Amexriva in oxder to find the glit-
tering few who are immertal, who are the old, the parmanent
gods of our xace yeborn,“

* The appellations are procise and therafore ogually valid
and applicable in muwsic-videcs terma:
a) one full bodied blonde Aphrodites~ Olivia Newhon-John
b} cne dark siren of flawless heauty:- Diana Ross, whose
"gEaten Alive" eyen featuree the singer in a tropigal
setting and parco as & metonym for lLamarr
¢} one powerful, inarticulate bxute of a mani- Bruce
Springsteen
d} ona smooth debenair charmer:- Hobert Palmer

# "Certainly not: one can conceive of very ancient mytha,
but thexrs are no atern-. ones; for it is human history
which converts reality into speech, and it alone xrules .
the life and death of mythicel language. Ancient or not,
mythology can only have an historical foundation, for
myth i3 a types of speech chosen by hlatory: it cannot
posaibly evelve f£rom the ‘nature’ of things." (Barthes,
p.110}. Myra actually means that our need for them ia
eternal.
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This is not the place to discuss how or where these specific
rdeities" came inte being; it should bLe enocugh to note that they
exist, and that they are premoted through media such ¢s rock-
e, As  Mehuhan puts it {(in a chaptur subtitled Narcissus &g
Nareosis), to behold, use or perceive any extension of ourselves
in tecunolonizal form is necessarily to embrace it, and Ly con-
tinuously embracing technoleogies, we relate ocurselves te them as
sarvomechanlsms. "that is why wo mast, to use them at all, serve
these objects, these extensions of ourselves, as gods or minox

religions, 31

Just as advertisess seek to differentiate between generic objects,
to create a ‘“product identity", so too must the music Iadustry.
What makes the average record listener particulaxly enamoured of a
Hadonna, and not of the numerous struggling artistes with better
voral claims to his attention? The answer must surely ba that
Madonna has a better wvisval image, more striking, more recoy-
nizable, more memorable, and presumably with a greatex mythieal
YESONENGE 1 do not mean to denigrate those artists who have
achieved sugecese by denying that thelr mueical talents have any
baaring on the acoclaim with which they are recelved, but I do feal
that their g(o)od looks and ‘vidergenle' appeal have come to play
& more subgtantial role than they ever did in the past. We watch
mugic-videas rather than merely listen to thom. Today‘’s video
gtars must not only look like their divine reincarnations, they

mast act liae them too.

It is not idle chance or mere hyberbole that makes Myra speak of



the god-like characteristics of the Olympian figures she is bent
on (roldiecovering. Music artists in thedr wvideos, varely behave
like mere mortals; they are gifted with incredible powers beyond
the ecapacities of normal human beings, powers made povsible by a
contrnlled and pre-planned storyboard, and by the extraoxdinary

special effects that are utilized.

Barlier 4in this chapter, I touched on the concep. of codes and
their inplementation as a precursor to meaning. Reading rock-
video is interpretative work singe it involves what semiologists
call performative rulms, rulee of application and competence.
Since there is ne negoosary correlation becween oncoding and dew
coding, +the former cannot guarantee the latter. All too often,
wildly aberrvant readings cceuwr. Hall, for instance, posits three
hypothetical positions (or codes} from which the deceding of

telsvisual discourse may be constructed. The first of these, the

dominant-hegemonie pesition, would appear to be a case of par-
foctly transparent communication; becouse the message's fxame of
roforonee is so nearly allied to the soeial orxdex, It appoars to
be eotorminous because dominant definitions are kotalisations,

thoy have a global flavour,

Ball's =socond position is the negotiated code, 56 named hocaunse of
an interactive awareness at its core. Its mixture of acuvepting
and eonflicting eolements surround a positien that accepts the
validity of a hegomonic viewpoint while reserving the right to
adapt that viewpolnt te accomodate porsonal heliefs or to sexrve

personal intorests.
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Finally, the oppositional cede has the reader decoding the message
in a globally contrary way. Thisg is not a self-preservationanl de-
totalisation grounded in solf-interest; but constitutes a eceming-

ly genmuine communication breakdown.

Hall’s postulated decoding positions, as byiefly cutlined ahove,
seem  invalid = ox rather imprecisa - in dealing with rock-viden.
For a start, his theory is Intended to be useful in ‘reading’
political messages In televielon nowsevasts or current affairxs
PEOGTANMES . I say political because so wuch of what constitutes
news (whether it be actuality or documentacy) is actually con-
cerned with the discourse of power. Within these parameters, it
becomes important tbo decode wmesisages with an awarzeness of the

encoder’s orientation.

For video decoding, I would propose two positions: mechanistic and
interactive. The teenage fan who blithely accepts video litera-
ture without questioning its genesis {maxrket forees), is perhaps
guilty of skim-zcading. Reck-video ls programmed to please which
makes it e@asy to sucoumh to tha eensbyy gratification of the
language {the aesthetically pleasing visuals, the stirring sound-
track} without considering the ideological levels of the text. I
use the word ‘“ldecloglecal" very warily - and in fact refrained
frum using it to  label my second postulated decoding position -
aimply because it has been used too often and too widely. Also,
any reading is hound to be ideciogical to some degree, even the
mechanistic, berausa it entajls the salection (poaaibly suhoong=

ciously) of a dec ing stanece. Similaxly, a foeminlst reading is
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equally mechanistic (and ideological) in that it operates acoor-
ding to the mechanics of a feminist perspecitve - what Hali would
call an oppositional reading. The viewsr who operates within the
interagtive code, however, recognises the sugar coated pill for
what it is. From being a passive consumer he biocomes an active
perticipart in the communication exchange. By a conscious decon-
struction of the text, the intoractive devoder (or critic) will
geparate the sordidly commexcial from the arxtistic, tha mythic
from the =sterecotypic, and he will enjoy acute recognition of
averything that the mechanistic decoder subeonsciously assimi-

lates.

In summation, we have scen how mugic-video uses the icenic Formu.
lation of the sign to convey its message -~ the “deification” of
the musical performer, By creating gods c¢ut of these mortals; the
vides is propogating a mythology (Barthes). The prccess by which
muslc-video ennacts the process of aigniflcation, 1s a system
called semiology. femiology’s key terms, “denotation” and
"gonnotation", are espocially practicable with regard to rock-
video which mnakes extensive and porpetnal use of connetation.
bepending on the viewer’s level of competence, he decodes accor-
ding to a particular hypethetical stance. I suggest that viowers
operate oither within a “mechanistic" or an “interactive* code
which can elther limit or enhance tF r understanding and

enjoyment of tho video text.
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v THE SEMIORICS OF INOLATRY

In the chapter, “M¥usic-video and Telewvision®, I referred to
promo~vides as a product hich was born from the crogs-
fertilization of television and the 7«single. This hybridization,
the wasting of two media, is "a moment of truth and revelation
from which new form is born."32 vet if the telovisual sign is
congidered complex ("the television message...is a particularly
complex set of codes, vwhore the act of decoding ie therefore a
moxe complicated matter"33), then its ‘“enfant terrible", rock-

video, must be even more diffjicult.

Both television and zock-video are constituted by two types of
sentory input, wvisual and auxal. These inputs transmute, as
Umberte Eco has shown, into three soparate codes: the lconie
{viswal}, the sound (auwral) and the linguistic (aural}., Each of
shese, moreover, contains a number of sub-codea. For example the
jconie code includes an erotic sub-goda, whilst the linguistic
code dncludes & sub«code of specialised jargon. Tho ielovision
mossage operates on the level of all those coedes (through which
meoanings are both denoted and connotod). Howover, the mugig--
vides message does pot transmit meaning egually through the
opovation of all threo codes. My feeling is that the iconic code
has a pre-ominent dimportance in rock-video (which relates to our
recognition of, for instance, Hellywood mnmythology). Even da-
prived of any aural sensoxy input, the video should be conveying
meaning {vefor to my latexr analysis of Madonna's "MHaterial Gixl").

Contrxast this, for example, with a televised panel diseussion with
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the sound turned ofif.

The hallowed status of the iconic code in music-video, comes at
the expense of the linguistic and sound codes. We have already
considered thig faet, albeit from a differaent perapectivé, in our
oxamination of the motivated and unmotivated music/vocals in
reck-vides where we finished by concluding thro, in pop video,
sound 1s stripped of its narrativa weight, However, for both
television and musig-~video, all these codzs and sub-codes axe
applied to the message in the light of “a general frxamework of
cultural referencea®,3? In other words, the way in which the
mossage ie read depends on the receiver's own cultural codes.

Thaxe is nothing absolute about voded meanings.

Eca's “genoral framework of cultural references® quoted above, has
also been termed +the “significance syetem“35 of the addressee.
Stuart Hall suggasted that diffexent audiences read or detcoda
tolevision mossages differently according to their decoding
positiens (deminant-hegemenic, rogotiated and oppositional), a
triptigue of options which @ rationalisoed for music-video into
mechanistic and  intoractive. The polysemic nature of the
tolevisual discourse makes it an open sign which implies that a

single meaning cannot be fixed to a particular message oOr event,

'although a preferred meaning or reading may bo suggested by other

elements in the discourse and by the code in goneral. However,
depending on theix own ‘“situated 1ogics“3s, cortair groups of
people may still decode in a different way.



Or in a similax way. Levi«8trauss rosts his aasalyses of myth and
ritual on the conviction +that, behind all the gsurface varieties
thrown up by the world’s different cultures, there exist certain
dpep regularitles and patterns which reveal themselves to stxuce
tural investigation. It is a wmatter of looking beyond their
manifest content to the structures of symbolic copposition and
sequence which organise these wvirious narratlives. At a certain
level of abstraction, he argues, it {s possible to make out
patterns of development an? formal relations which cut right

acroge all distinctions of culture ind nationality.

Myth is probably the most visible (and yet due to its vexy nature,
ironically, the most hidden) determinent of music<video as cpposed
to televisual discourse. The myths presented in rock-video have
both an encompassing and & delimiting wvalue, They azra alle
encompassing in a global pexspective in that thoy refer to the
great abiding lssues of human eristence - mainly the structures of
lawy and taboo surrounding such institutions az the family, tribal
ldentity, and 8o forth. Myths . e 2 delimiting value in the
gense that music~vides has propogated its own intornal world-viow
-~ there are certain pattorns of presenatior ~t are peculiar te
rock-video. The mycthicalization or prosentation of the artist in
mugic-video is constructed, almost invariably, around five major
themes, and the interactions thereof, fThese are:
1) The Artist as DPeitv:i- {a) the parformey is shown to ba
superhuman, capable of the execution of magical deeds,
glfted with extraordinary powers. The artiat is thore-

fore an object of veneration, somebody whom we revere.
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{(b] we perceive a recognised
equivalence betwsen the performer and a cultural/ mythi-
cal/ histeorical figure of divinity, authority or legend.

2} The Artist _as Fveryman:~ standing in direct contrast to
the precedihg category, this sort of video reduces its
parformer te tha lowest common denominator. Deprived of
his/her own personality and individuality, he/she will
supposedly appeal to the largest mass auvdience because
he/she 1s indistinguishable fxom them. The performer is
an imitator rather than an innovator, as ovidenced by
hig/her music and appearance. Because he/she has no
apparent alrs and graces, no glmmicks or flashy pyro-
technica, this kind of performer (of which Bruce
Springstesn is an excellent oxample) has tremendous
"erodibility®® end iz porcoived as a. aonest musician
and a decent hardworking guy.

3} fTha Artist as Donhile:- tha porformer is capable of twin

L=

manifostations, most often seen in the act of watching
himself. Tinked invariobly to the notions of public
porsona  and private person, thisa ia an exawple of
mugiewvides  foousing on ltself {foxr 1t iz largely
rosponaible for the oreation of that persona) in an act
of wisual cennibalism. By giving literal value to the

dissociation of personality, this theme raisee

Not for nothing did General Motors offer Springstoen $12 (00
000 to do TV commercialas fox thelr range of trucks. In an age
where eoven Frezidents cennot be  trusted to tell the truth,
Springstoen's integrity is a marketer's dream. Ha did,
howaver, turn the offer down.
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fascinating points about Indivi-bBuality.

4] The Artist as Object of Scrutiny:~ by providing us with
freguent wviews of +he parapher-alia of image retention,
preservation and dissenination, woe are made tonscious of
the performer as a creation of the nedia and of our own
role as consumers of the message. Acting as a reaffire-
mation of the audience’s role as decoder in the excl »nge
of communication, +this variety of video shows us life on
the other side of the camera. Seeing ig in ‘" eye of
the beholder.

5) [The  Actist ar Porformer:- although I have used the texms
interchangeably up +0 this point, a distinction remaina
to be made. The artist is a maker of music, the perfor-
mey is someone who ‘acts’ or ‘entertains’. The medium of
the performer is inevitably the stage/theatyre, and this
is often shown to be the centre of make believe all
18 not what it would seem to be, By raising fu.w..cntal
questions akout the nature of illusion and reality, this
port. of videe brings to issue our placid acceptance of
tho talevision medium as an objective arbiter of ‘the

real world*.

To read rock-video does not necesaarily presupposs a gonscious
familiarity with &+ five themes which I have just proposed.
Indsed the majority of viewers who regqulariy read and enjoy the
texts of this language have not found thelr pleasure diminished by
the lack of a specific video education. A modicum of televisual,

cinematic and commercial viewipg provides a sturdily mechanistic,



if somewhat incomplete comprehension o©f the new literature of
rock-video texts. For thoge viewaers attracted by the novelty and
enexgy {and this is almost invariably the pre-adoluscent
audienca), rock-viden offers role medels, 2xcitement and glamour,
This is a mechanistic reading and is very closely allied to the
dominant-hegemonic postition proposed by Hall. For the other
viewers, those who read with their minde as well as their senses,
rovk-video offers a perturbing Pandora’s Box of ambignity. Pre-
adolescent readers (operating within the mechaniatic code) are
attracted by the form of the language -~ the rock soundtrack,
interesting camexa angles; rapldity of editing, unusnal cutting
technigues, e*i. Bverything, in short, that makes it =0 dif-
ferent. Adolescents are innately drawn to that which is at
vaxiance with the status ¢quo, that which they can adopt as part of
thelr own statement of identity which 4ip incongruous with the
trappings of an older generation. They are drawn by the deviance
of the Jlanguage, even 1f they cannot tochnically specify its
stylisties. Critical viewers (operating within the interactive
gode) sce beoyend the creativiiy of the form to the mutivation of
tha litoraturae. Whereas +the former (the creativity) is wevoe
lutionary, the latter {the motivation) is perceived to be sordidly
commercial and, by extension, scdly conser-ative. This conserva-
tism of Hall‘s hegemonic deceding positior, is what the inter-

active decoder percaives.
Reading rock-video (likewise television) is bagsea = two sensoxy

inputs which are constituted by thres types of voedes: icondic,

gound and linguistie., Rock-video actively prefers the iconic code
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ag a transmitter of meaning. Each code (and its eattendant
sub-codes) danctate and connotate meanings based on the viewer’s
situated logic. As varled as these signiflcance systems may be,
thera are s8ti)) cextain ﬁeep, underlying patterng - myths - which
unite cultures and nationalities. Rock-video chooses to present
its performexs in five chematic roles (the Artist as Deity, Every-
man, Double, Ohject of Scrutiny, Pexformer) which, I contend, have

croated a specific sub-mythology of music-video,
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(USIC VIDED AND DREAM

As varied and intangible as music-video is, is its rcomplax
ralationship to dream as a signifying metaphor. Rooted as it is
in. the non-physical, dream defies accurate definition, yet serves
a useful purpose for providing analogies for music-videos. As a
working definition of dreams I quote from Hilgard and Atkinson’s
*Introduction to Paychology": “Dreams are products of the imasgi-
nation in which memories or fantasies are temporarily confuscd
with external realiry., Dreams have & spontaneous, non-veluntary
guality +that distinguishes %hem from ordered rational thinking.
The processes that control dreaming are hidden. Foxr this reason
dreans xepresent a familiar form of divided consclousness, ox
dissociation, 37 On examination, this definitlon could be uzsed
with equal applicability for music~ video, but we shall pursue the
analogy further as we prograsg. Of the major theorctiecal works on
dreams and dreaming, I shall only examine those postulated by
Freud and Jung f£rom the point of wview of & non-spacialist

gsemiotician.

Because of +the spontaneity of dreams, we are inclined to think
that they are txying to vommunicate eomething to us. Freud wrote
that dreams arg¢ influenced by innate drives - drives (on aven
forbidden deaires) which ossume different mantlos to make them
mora acgeptable to the mind. Hence the dream ~ much like the

tolvisual discourse of rock-video -~ hawm a manifast content (ths

actually experienced droam) as well asg a latent content (the

deeper darker motives which the dream disguises). In theso terms,



the dream must be viewed as a displacement activity.

A parallel can be drawn at this level with music~video in that
dream also rejects overt nazrative legic., As with dream analysis,
wa are not reading the given at face walue. Tastead we are probing
bensath the surface, peeling away layers of subtexfuge and pycho-
logical deception to reveal the true text. In a sense, the dream
has an intriusically metaphoric function. The drives/desires that
sgotivate Freudian dream theory are the organism’s quest to redress
the bhalance betwsen the acknowledged and the uwnexpressoed and to
remady any deficit in the system. One such deficit in the system
that fits into that category is the sex drive, Sex and agyression

wore, for Freud, the two motivational impulges of human Lehavioux
which, through societal taboos, are often repressed at an early
age. As unconscious motives, they find axpression in disguiszed

forms - such as dreams,

Other system defaults which need to ba addressed are thoewa that go
to make up the Maslovian hierarchy of motives. Abraham Maslow, a
leader in the doavelopmoent of human;stic psychology, proposed an
interasting way of classifying human motives. He assumed a
hierarchy of mctives, ascending f£rom the basic biological neoeds
sresent at birth to more complex psychologieal motives that bocome
important only after the moze basic needs have been gatisfied.
The needs at cne lovel must be at least partially satisfied before
those at the next level become Important determiners of action.
These needs range from the primal ones such ag hunger and thirse,

through security, esteem, cognitive needs, aesthetic needs, right



up to self actualization,

To equate dream-nesds with video-needs requires, firstly, a dis-
tinetion toe be made between the video wviewer and the video
producer/creator and thelr separate experiences of the wvideo
text. Although the viewer may well recogniso the videc as having
& dream quality, ox a dream~like lack of 1og*cal narrative, he is
unlikely to be able to decipher it. It is, after all, the video
producer/crastor who ig perhaps using the medium to exorvise his
personal domons, and probably only he who would be able to read

beyond the manifest to the latent content.

Only a few of Maslow's motives would scem to be applicable to
vidoo: of the physiclogical needs (hunger, thirstj, only fox
appears to ke relevant, Certainly the praosontation of sexuwal .ty
{or 1tz veiled cousin, sensuality) is espocially provalent iun
music-video, as it 45 in advertising. Rock and roll in tha
Bightios has yielded more than ite fair share of temptresses,
vamps and sluts {eg. Pradomna), whilst the male side has been
repraesente.s Ly some somo very potent symbals (eg. Prince). This
is not +to say that a preroquisite of suporstardom is heterosexual
appeal, for thexe are far too many facos of sexuality. Indoed one
would be hard pressed to find Boy Geoxge's appearance sexually
attractive, whilst mega~star Michael Jackson is remarkable fox his
almost olinical neuter-ness. Sexuvality in music-video could be a
produgt of the producers drive, but it is just as 1‘*-1ly to be
him pandaring te the ecazily awakened desires of his largely
youthful, highly sex-motivated awndience. BAnd, as advertisers have
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known and exploited for decades in the duminant-hegemonic totali-
ty, sex sells, Nobody knowe this betier than Madonna, or aéx-

presses it more effsctively in music-video.

Maslow's safety needs are too far down the scale to hold wuch
relevance for either +he producer or the viewer. This need, to be
secure and out of danger, is unlikely to be determining the be-
haviour and thought patterns of a traiped and creative producer,
let alona & television owning surburban viewer. This said, there
ars certainly nusic-videos that use violenve versus safoty as a
structural element. Dne artist who has traded on this particular
plewment is Michael Jackson whose numerous street gang pop-videos
pay hommage to West Side Story. In "Beat It*, Jacksen acts as a
healing catalyst, unifying two very aggrassive gangs. Although
Jackeon himself doesn't appear to be endangered, we cortainly feel
the wenace of the gang members, as counotated by thelr chalns,
knuckle~dusters and switchbladea. ®imilarxly in "Bad*, the tension
in the adir 43 almost tangibla, and we are veory conscious of the
bristling anger of the gang members., In *The Way You Make Mo
Feal", it is the hereine of the video our feelings go oubt to.
Halking down a doserted alley, she is accosted by some youny delin-
quents, one of whom turns ouk to be Michael. He puxsuos his suit
of hexr down the alloyway, and wo foel safer on her bohalf. After
all, imagining Jackson capabla of physical harrassment is a vip-
tual Impossibility bhecause of his asexuvalaty., I Ffind it highly
revealing that so many of Michael Jackson’s music-videos are
stroet gany opuses where the violence/safety dynamic is bhrought

inte play. Revealing bocause Jackson's persona is so hleachdd of
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animal wagnetism that it 4is not feasible to cast him as a sex
aymhbol. This negates the possibility of trading on the primal

drive of sexuality « only aggression remaine.

The next step up the hierarchy is the beleongingness and love need,
which certainly is an integr 1 part of music-video fare, if not of
all our lives. nnie need is also likely to be expressed ag an
intagral part of the song itself, as most songs secm to be com-
posed about trus love and broken hearts., This is not intanded to
be glib or perfunctorny. The structures of human relatio-ships
have proved to be an enduring source of inapiration for composess
in the xock ara. Thua, from Buth the producer and viewer sidés,

the love need could well be responsive to a divam desixe.

Further up azxe the esteem, cegnitive, aesthetic, and Belf
actvalization needs, needs which are ar. so ephemesal that 1f they
are adtualised in musicw.video would almost cextainly be in re-
sponse to the producer rather than the viewer. When we lock at
the worxk of intelligent and creative video producers, the video
taxt can have a cinematic density and complexity. From the pro-
ducer's chaixr, it is easy to understand how esteem, cognitive and
aesthetic noeds can be satisfied in the making of a music-video.
Bzteem needs can be yeselved by tha recognition of one’s pears,
cognitive needs in the self-patisfaction of having croated a well
thought out video text, and aesthetic needs in the perusal of a
¢inematographically excellent and avtigtically pleasing work.
Huch of what we have discussed centres on the producer's input as

opposed  to the viewer. The latter, however, cculd almost
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sertainly validate tuae video in terms of his/her aesthetic needs,
if he/ she was at a level to require the satiation of those
readr. It must be noted at this stage that this class ~f needs
dews not often find an expression in music video terms hocause one
rigks losing an audience that is at a lower level of need fulfil-

ment, and thersfore oblivicus to the more abetract metivations.

Lot us now turn our attention to a Jungian approach to dream/fv. deo
analysis. Jung (1968) developed his swn theory of dreams, central
to which is the concept of ‘“archetwpes®, that is to say funda-
mencal notions such as God, NMother, .ise 0ld Man, which he
balicved oxiet in a collective unconscious shared by each indi-
vidual. In dreams, according to Jungian theory, these archetypes
energe interaction hetween the conscious and the unconscious
parts of the persenality. The a *»etypes often appoar in symbelie
guartenary form in the dream, that is to say four pevple ropre-
senting different wvarts of the personality, ox *arious aspects of
masculinity and feminiaity, good and evil, and so forti. Although
theorotically intere.-ing, Jung's theory dees not appear to have
widesproad applicability in music-video taxts. Thore are ine
stancos of video performers assuming multiple roles (Madonna in
“vogue", Whitney Houston in “I'm Your Waby Toenight'} but these
roles are consonant only with Hollywood mythology. Whitney
approximates Marlena Dietrich, Diana Ross and the Supremes, and
Audrey Hepburn 1In a video seguence that is redolent of dream
imagery (the transformation of Whithey’s world {rom black and
white to c¢olour, the sonsation of entering and leaving ancother

world by passing thraugh a mirror).
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Jung’s archetypes make plenty of sense, even if the nwartenary
division does not, especially in light of previous chapters where
we referred to today’s video performers as "mythical figures on
their pedestals" (the analogy coming, of course, from Gore vidal).
This would seem to justify our attraction, if not compulsion,
towards watching musicavideo; a text which mostly defiss logical
. explanation. Instes#d, it now seems very probable that we watch
music-video, not with the o©old clear logic of a xational cons-
ciousness, but through the swirling mista of a subconsciocus.
Rock-video plugs into an unconscious sogket, and feeds the tableau

that we all view but ¢an never remember to acknowledge.

Roger Cronenberg, the avant-garde f£ilm dirsctor, explored a simi-
Jar theme in his brutal fFfuturistic expose of cable-TV, "VIDEO-
DROME™ In the f£ilm, the laad character finds himself waking up
in #front of his television, having dreamt of Interaction in the
programme (in this case, viclence, torture and =nuff movias),.
Eventually, throuvgh his impending insanity, he does get *plugged
in* to his favourite network, both by entering his television set
head first, and by having video cassettes manually insexrted in his
stemach. Cronenterg’s insights are simultansously terrible and
brilliant, as “VIDEODROME" shows a televisual world gone nad, a
world where the boundaries hetween reality, dream and television

programming are so blurretd as to be completely obliterated.
The application of Jungian theory to music-video eseems to be

supported by Pat Aufderheide who speaks of "elassic story lines"
and *fairy tale themes*38 both of which skirt around, the
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phraseology of archetypes: “While the fantasles of music videos
are operi-ended, +they do play on <¢lassie story lines, such as
boy-meets~loges-wins girl, and child is menaced by monster and
conquers it. Scme weave falry tale themes -~ in which the pro-
tagonlst is either a preschooler {Whitney Houston's *The Greatest
Love Of All“) or is infantilized -~ into the dream. For example,
¥ool and tha Gang’s “Misled® begins with a band member in his
bedroom, launching into a dream adventure in which he is both
himself and a small Third wWorld boy, threatend by a glamorous
female ghost and endaged in a Ralders of the Lost Ark styled
adventure. In a wusic-video/ dream world, performers sasily
switch idenlities (Madenna‘s *Like A Virgin®}, maglcal trans-
portations occur (Billy Joel's "Keeplng the Falth" whera a judge’s
banch becomes a giant jukebox}, and sets ara expresslonalistically
layge [Madenna’s  “Oh Father®] ox small [The Cure's ‘“Never
Enough"].“39 The aforementioned "Oh Father® v uo is particu-
larly insightful in teyme of Jungian archetypes, specifically with
reference to the father £igure. Mot surprisingly, this evolves
out of the lyrical substance of the song - supposedly detailing
ths love/ hate relaticnship hetween Madonna and her father - which
plays on the earthly and divine father configurations. The video
has a much deepex level of significance than the similarly themed
“Papa Don't Preach" which restricts itself to a very literal
depiction of a young girl raveallng to her fatber that she has

become another statistic for teenage pregnancy.

Mugic~videns appear distinctive becanse they imitate dreams or

manufacured fantasies., Even the usualiy thin narrative threads in
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sony lyrics rarely provide the basis for a video's look and
action. Marsha Kinder®? has noted five strong parallels between
dreams and rock-video., Firstly, at the level of continuous access
thexre iz a atrong connection. American networks such as MTV, or
Europe’s 8KY channel have a continuons format (MTV's slogan “25
houxe a day")} which correllates with people’s ability to both
#leep and daydream. Secondly; abxupt scenae shifts in both the
dream and video world make them accountable to charges of strue-
tural discontinnity. Thizrdly, a common link between music-video
and dream is ths concept of decentering, that is to say a logsaly
cunnected £low of actiuvn around a theme, Fourthly, Kinder makes
reference to a structual reliance on memoxy retrisval by claiming
that both videos and dreams trigger blocks of assoclations wiith
pungent images. Finally, the £ifth parallel between the two,
exlsts at the Jlevel of the omnipresence of the spectator {which
neatly brings wus back to the fourth postulater artist theme -

artist as object of scrutiny). Margaret Moxrsall

notes many of
the same features, particﬁlarly the absence of reliancr on narra-
tive; she focuses on the magical guality of the word as lipsyiched
by ths paerformer, who van appear anywhers in the video r.ithount
being linked with the imeges oz events, as if a dreamer who could

create a woxld.

The parallels that are jmplied between dream structure and music-
vides structure lead to some fascinating conclusiong. Rock-video
presents the reader with a ready-made alternative to sogial life,
With ne clear etarting point and no finite finishing point thexe

can b2 no histoxy, and thiz creates a nightmarish instability,
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even horror. Aufderheide goes as far as to say "there can be no
tragedy, which is rooted in the tension between an individual and
society“qa. If this is true, then thera can be no comedy
either, for comedy provokes langhtar with sharp, unexpected shifts
pf con wxt, making sclemnity slip on a banana skin. Dreams, by
contrast, coreate gestalts, .n which sensations build and dissolve.
And so they nicely match the promise and thrmat of consumer conw-
structed identity, endlessly flexible, depending on income and
tagte. Obsolescence is bullt in. Dike fashion, identity can
change with a switch of scena, a change 1n the beat., .'he good
news is that you can be anything, anywhere. That is also the had

news - which whets you appe.ite for more news, more dreams.

This chapter has attempted teo show the complex relationship be-
tween music-video and drepam, specifically how the former acts as a
gignifying metaphor foxr +the latter. PFreodian dream theory, with
itz references +o innaite drives and desires, yields a parallel
with susic-video in terms of the rejection of overt narrative
logle, and the analytical concepts of displacement and latent/
manifest content. A Maslovian hierarchy of needs {which I have
squated with Freudian drives) was used as a basis for under-
standing the video's motives as determined by the creator/producer
and as read by the viewer. Jungian dream theory yields the con-
ceptys of ‘“aychetypes® which dovetails neatly with the concept of
myth =28 discussed in an earlier chapter on video idolatry. Other
gritical work by Aufderheide, Kinder and Morse support the music-
video/ dream analogy with a series of parallels (eg. classic story

lines, fairy tale themes, decentering, ete.}.
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MUSIC-VIREQ VERSUS REALITY

Having established the premise of an alternative dream world of
misic-video, a sort of gestalt universe entered at the flick of a
button, it now seams expadient for us te further delve the parama-
ters of such a universs, and compare its world view with the one

vwhich we have come to accept as reality.

The main ingredient in music-vidao programming on TV consists of
the video-rgeords oxr videos, three to £i e-minute vignettes that
illustrate popnlar recordings. The videos are separated by celeb-
vity interviews, Izatures, links, and the patter of presenters
{known, obnoxiously, &as ves-Jays in America). Immediately, then,
msic-vides programming involver a <omplex pattern of reassagsmant
and readjustment as it swings from dream-video to presentexr-
reality and back again, presuming that is that the distinetion is

baing made in the viewer’'s head,

We have already noted the existenca of one wariety of rock-video,
the ‘“performance" video, which purpeorts to be a realistic portrayl
of the artist in & studio or concert setting. fThe manipulation of
this ‘reality' in many subtle forms projects the artiast into two
of the thematlc presentations discussed ip an earlier chapter, the
Artist as Object of Berutiny and the Artist as Performer, If reaud
intelligently (cperating within the framework of an "interactive"
decoding position), "performance" videos implicitly show theix own
deconstruction. In the vategory of Artist as Objeact of Scrutiny,

we are constantly made aware of the parformer as a creation of the



media (through xecurring visuals of the paraphenalia of image
retention, preservation and dissemination) and thus, by extension,
of the viewer’s own role ag a dececder in the exchange of communi-
cation. Instead of there being a perceivaed equivalence betwaen
the ‘real’ and what .° . *olevision shows, the text is framed and
thereby alienated from its *‘iims to reality. Shots of lighting
rameramen, viewfinders, aditiins tables, video monitors and direc-
tor’s chairs, must of necessity prove an inteference of some au~-
thorial wvoice, How much is casual and cluttered reality, and how
much 18 the director subtly insisting on hiz right a3 auteur to

reposition events by dreawing attention to hiz presence?

Wish the Artist as Perfoxmar, videos invariably are set in a con-
cert or stage/theatre setting which is often shown to be the lieu
of make-believe, Hy raising issues about the nature of 1llusion
and reality, th wvidao must insist on a denial of cur placid accep-
tance of the teloviglon medium as an objlective arblier of the real
world. These two thematic presentations of tue artist within the
framework o. “performance" wvideos already mow the sceds of thelir

own estrangement fyrom the reai.

Any video that is not consid.red "performance® is generally con-
sidered to be ‘"concept® in that it interprets or embellishes a
song. These concept videos have been wvariously described as
"yideo minimavies"43, sgurrealistie visual riffs on the sonyg,..
praoduction numbers soaked in blotter acid"44, *three minute
visual fantasies"45, “complex and surreal passion plays““s.

"hyper-hybrid of commercials, cartoons, concerts and aselacted
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short subjects“‘7 and *narrative mini-melodramas"i8,

Hoticeably absent from this list of definitions are the words
‘docymentary realism’ oxr their equivalent. And anyone who hasa
wetched nusic-videos knows of the exotic and bizarre situations
which are regulariy flighted, this perhaps being the motivational
favror for viewing., It is the <thriil of the unexpected, the
exciting, +the different, that nukes for attractive viewing. Who
rzally wants to watch the oxdinary, tii2 mundane, the quotidien,
aspocially when so0 many viewerxs live this as their daily ex-

perience?

We have explorsd the ocress-referenc 1 of ‘reality’ with two
thematic artist presentation categories (Artist as Object of
Scrutiny, Artist as Performer) which loosely correlate with perfor-
mance videos, Let us now sxamine the remaining three thematic
artist presentation categories in light of xeality crosas-

refarencing.

By ius wvery nature, the Arcist as Deity category elevates the
artist to the =xealm of the auperhoman or magical. No deed is
performed without it being extra-ordinary and therefore beyond
real. This video category has lass to do with oxdinary people
{therefore realistie) In extraprdinary settings, but with extra-
ordinary people exhikbiting their differences in either real or

surreal setiings.

In the category of the . _tist as Double, the videos aré, by
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definition, unrealistic. Here the artist is capable of twin
manifestations, most often eeen in the act of watching himself.
This wisual c¢annibalism gives a literal value to the disaociation

of porsonality, and by extension disassoziati-m from the real.

the £ifth category is an interesting one -~ the Artist as Everyman.
Here every attempt is made <o make the artist as normal and as
realistic as possible. He is shown in workday gear, doing conven-
tional tasks, in short, an eye-level hero. But there is a vicious
vintradiction inherent in this category: what is realistie, and
vho defines the terms? Bruce Springstesn as a blue collar worker
is zrealistic in the =ayes of all his fans beciuss he scoms to be
one of tham, because he dppears to mirror their existence. But is
this portrayl realistic in terms of Brucs Sp:ingsteen himself,
gpringsteen multi-millionaire, recluse? The answar, of course, is
no. artists such as Springsteen cloak themselves in a persona
which might well reflect their origins, but which does no sexvice
to their current status. In fact, the lack of a perceived image
{puch as wild hair, boots, sequins etc) is just as much an image

in itself.

Having established that music-video posits an alternative world,
and that there seems to be not one category of thematic artist
prasentation that accurately reflects reality (although there is
ona which fakes a certain reality), it is perhaps the noment to
examine the world view which is postulated and, utilizing some
guantitative American rese-.rch, Bsee in what respects it distoxts

realism. Thiz established, we shall look at the wvarious

- B2 =



strategies employed by artists to counteract the effects of the
vides distortion or to make themselves more compatible with the

new world view.

1f music-vidao beays any correlation to the real world, it is not
in the range of male and female images shown. Aufderheide’s con-
tention that ‘these images are drawn not from life or even myth,
but from old movies, ads, and other pop cultuze cliches"%? is
only partly misguided. This thesis has shown in numerons in-
stances how powerful an antecedent myth is, and in how many cases
it has fueled both the success ¢f an artist and the way in which
he 4is presented in his videos. But Aufderheide is right on target
when he asserts that the male and female images are not drawn from
life. Phat must be said then is that if musle-~video is guilty of
misrepresentation, then 4t is bhecaude it indulges in stereo-
typing. We: shall need to examine the notion of stereotyping in
more detail latex, but let us note initially the cross currents
which =ost eddy around stereotyping, myth and realistic por-
trayls. 1f stereotyping 1s the averaging of qualities associated
with a particular group of people, then suraly this Is at odde
with the {individualistic drive of artists who must seek to diffe-
rentiate themselves from their contemporariss. In terms of mytho-
logy, thera is only place for one artiat on each pedestal, and
each is quantifiably st vardiance with the next. In short, what
this thesis aeserts is that artists abandon their perscnal iden-
tity - or at least modify it -~ in oxder io assume more readily
identifiable personas, s¢ that their avdiences can recognize the

stereotypes offered, and theveby have a belief in their rsality,
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Brown and Campbell5° have made extensive analyses of the presen-
tation of Dblacks and women in pusic-video. A sample observation:
blacks were much more likely than whites to be showm in optimistic
seerarios as helpful and caring irndividuals but almost exclusively
in videos on a2 black channel. Putersun-Lewis and ChemnaultSt
have taken these findings one step further by concenirating on how
black artists present themselves. Starting from a soclo-
historical. perspective, the authors note that the most popr-lzr and
ploneering music-video channel, MTV, has a longstanding recistance
to broadcasting videos by black arxtistz. MITV contends in its
defence +that its policy is to "narvowcast® S 2 giving air time to
rock artists. Presumably because of 1lts predom.nantly white,
middle-to-upper income group cabla audience, MTV can find enocugh
white rock idgons that will keep its audience satisfled, but the
consequaences for black artists are Ffrightening. Without MV
support, record companies might be less keen to prov'de black
artists with wvideo budgets, which in turn would down spiral the
success of the artist's record sales, which wonld lmad, in turn,

to fewer black artiste belng signed to recording contracts.

bespite this pessimistic scenarlo, several bhlack artists do get
heavy rotation on MV, uand this is not neccesarily due to their
gacrificing their particular black musical sound for a rock edge.
~Insteed it appears that these biack axtists have adopted strate-
gies to make them more accesible to that particular viewing
andience. These strategies of viewer acceptability have come to

be known, in psychological term#, ag impressicon management.

- 84 -



Impression management is defined as "the strategies and tactics
individuals wuse to control the images they project to and the
impressions they make upon others, 33 oOne aspect of impression
management 15 seli-presentation, otherwise known as the strategic
display or manipulation of verbal and nonverbal behaviours - from
clothing, physical appearance, persopal behaviour, to the selec-
tion of one’s assgociates - in order to relay particular infor-
mation about oneself, According to the theory of sitvated iden-~
tities, "individuals have a vast array of differemt 'selves’ that
they can and do present in different situations o as to put forth
the most favourable image and garner the greatest degree of social
approval."54 This successful impression management requires
that the artist analyse hie audience and decide ugon a sst of
characteristics most llkely to be percelved as attractive, and
thereby rewarded.

one of *ha most powerful antecedents of attraction is similarity,
and those artists that can show themselves to be similar to their
avdiencas in certain respects have a decided advantage over those
that cannot. This particvelar approach we have already detailed
under the thematic ecategory of The Artist @s Everyman. By re-
dueing him or harself to the lowest common denominator, the artist
approxinates his/her audienoe by averaging him or harself ount.
Naturally, +if artists lack a realevant basis of similarity, they
oan associate with persons who bear a similarity to the target
market as extensions of thamselves, and thus bask in an

appendage’s reflectad glory.
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rhe perveption of association is vital, as existing research
shows ., Whnite characters in the company of a predominantly black
group are often presented as being In psychologlieal and perhaps
physical dangar55, whilst blacks in all black eetiings are per-
geived by genersnl aundiences to be racially clannish and as not
having adapted to the larger society56. To override these

ratlal preconceptions, black artists explore the options presented

by three different self-presentational pattarns.*

The first of these is "actumulatica of new associations". Here

the artist is seen interacting with people who are highly
compatible with the white rock music culture. Whether they bs in
an audience situation (the Artist as Performer), or as dancers or
ag part of tha supporting cast, they move, laok, act and dress
like the audience that is baing woped. Furthermore, the artist's
old~gtrle acquaintances are shown integrating with the the new
agsociates. The message seems clear: the artist and the viewer
have come to be vnified with regard to their personal lifaestyles.
In addition, the unspoken resonance .. Buch self-presentation is
that the audience members of the artist are supportive of each
other and that the artist's music has a unifying power. IE£ by the
power of his perscna, as shown in the video, he can reconcile two
previously discrepant ethnic or ideclogical groups, then the
artist also assumes the mantle of the Artist as Deity.

*+ T am indebted to Petersen-Lewlis and Chennault for their
categorisation of the patterns of self-presentation,
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In terms of examples, no better could be found than in Micheal
Jackson. Contracted to the famed black label, Motown, Jac'ison
broke sales records and pioneered the emergence of the pop/
crossover® artist with his mega-selling release "Thriller®. In
his award-winning videc ~Deat It*, Jackson encounters twe rival
street gangs (allegedly including real gang members), diffuses the
hostility and leads the fighters in a dazzling dance routine. The
group members (who are predomirantly white and Hispanic) come
together thyrough Michael Jackson's music which binds them together
in dance. In a similar process, Lionel Richie leads an antagonis-
tic black group into a white wedding reception, joiring them
literally and symbolically (the marriage ceremony) on the dance
flooxr, to the strains of his massive crossover hit *Running with
the Night®. Both Richle and Jackeon employ the "ascomumulation of

new associations” pattern to consummate effect.

The second of the three self-prasentational patterns is denial of
association, or "neutering¥. Neuturing provides the artist with a
bhlank artistic slate on which to design an image for viewers. It
may also =set the etage for the artist’s complete disassoniation

frem a previous audience as a preluds to creating & new image,

* Records are usually categorised according to the preferrsd
musical format of the radio station which wnuld be playing
them (eg. rock, dance, country, klack, pop eta). “Crossover'
is a term used to signify a record that transcends its
¢lannish orientation, and makes the transition to a new radio
format and thersby a new audience, If specified (as in
“"country crossovar'l, it refers to a record which has made it
through +to pop radio., If unspecified (=imply "ocrossover") it
§e£ars to a recoxd that appeale to both black and pop radia

armats.
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Basically what neutering does is to remove the artist completely
from a human setting; and surround him instead with some combi-
netion of 9qraphics, scenery, or cartoonlike characters with or
without the presence of the artist. Once again, Michael Jackson
immediately springs to mind., In the Bob Givaldi directed clip for
*»Billie Jean", Jackson is the only performer for virtually the
entire duration of the video, The fact that he can carry it off
almost entirely on his own, 15 testament to his superbly slick
dance routines, as well as his innate charisma and talent. How~
aver, Jackson while dancing down the street, causes the pavement
blocks to light up as he passes over them. These luminous flag-
stones also helghten our pexception of the Artist as Deity, gifted
with superhuman powers., Once again, it i® not so much an ordinary
pexson in an extracrdinary setting (as it appeared in the open
sign of advertising discourse) that characterises this brand of
thematic artist presentation, but rather the extraordinaery artist
in a mundanse setting - in this case, a deserted street. Jackson
doeg it again (but this time in an extraordinary setting) in his
computer animated video for “Leave Me Alope". Through the carni.
val ride of his (?) imagination, Jackson’s mini rocket ship
travela through +the shrine to Liz Taylor and all the other ru-
moured axrtefacts of his bizarre lifestyle. In the end, Jackson
broaks loose from the bonds pinning him to the ground of the mini
fun-fair. Tha analogy to Gulliver is unmistakable, and furthez
confirms Michael Jackson’s status as the Artist as Deity, because
of the recognized eguivalence between him and & cultural/

hical/ historical figure of divinity, authority or legend.
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The +third and final pattern of self-presentation is "disassoci-
ation from the old. This variety ¢f video will exorcise the black
performer entirely from his black supporiing cast, and transplant
him into a white setting instead. This ie not a fregquently re-
curring pattern, simply because most artists de not want to be

seen to be turning their back on their original supporters.

one of the must fascinating exsmples of "disassociation* - ard of
the general strategies employed in music-video making - is Whitney
Houston'’s recent opus "I'm Your Baby Tonig.t"., After Whitney's
unparalleled string of 7 consecutive number-one hits, her track
record stalled. Her comeback single, "It Isn’t, It Wasn't, It
Ain‘t Ever Gonna Be" (a duet with Aretha Franklin), more than
lived up to i1ts title. Worried Arista (her recoxd label) execu-
tives had to rathink tha strategles. Three years afte- her last
album (an inordinately long time f r a pop artist like Whitney),
Arigta relsased "I'm Yonr Baby Tonight".

The wvideo followe a dream-like storyline as Whitney passes through
the looking glass into other scenaries. The first of these is a
30's nightelub, where Whitney performs dressed in a white satin
suit as a metonym for Marlene Dietrich. In ancther dream sequence
{and all the dream gequences are redolent of Hollywood mythology),
Whitney appears in a 50's Parislan beatnik club. With her black
turtleneck sweater, black leggings, dark hair swept off the face
in a classic ponytail, Whitney locks strangely un-blagk. AaAnd yet,
not Bo satrange - the entire Iinterlude ig lifted from tha film

"Funny Face®, and Whitney is playing Audrey Hepburn. Clearly an
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attempt is being made to assoclate Miss Houston with some of the

goddesses of Anglo-Saxon Hollywood.

The video gets even craftier with a musical hgmmacve. Whitney
appears, in triptigue, as Diana Ross and tha Supremes. This is
ironic because Whitnay's success has been at the expense of
Ross ., After all, according to the theory whizh this thesis
offers, there is only room on the padestal for cna goddess of a
particular type, and houston wishes to usurxp the throne resexrved
for "one daxk =niren of £flawless beauty", as Ssre Vidal has put
it. This is & glear indication that Wnitney is being readied to

take the title of pup crossover gueen.

One can understand the pattern better if it is viewed in reverse.

Let us look at the case of Diana Ross who is a crossover supsexr-

gtar, Prior teo her latest "Workin' Overtime" album, single and
video, Rosga! .tdwos  had diligently exemplified the self-
presentaticnal patterns discussed earlier. "Dirty Looks" had

piana singing in the clouds with black and white dancers (a bit of
neutering, a bit of acoumulation), whilst "Eaten Alive" had Diana
y.ouing = literally - a hapless white man who was shipwrecked on
her island (& clear example of disassociation). Not the largest
hits of her careexr, the feeling was that ﬁoss had lost hexr black
fan base (~hich had sstablished her in her Motown days) and wasn't
gaining eignificant white sales to compensate, having been fully
accepted by and integrated within the white pop frateinity. Aftexr
her recent marriage to a Swedish shipping magnate, I can imagine

that Ross needed to rewdrk her black fans, for fear of being
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perceived as a ¢complete sellout. From there, with her earliest
supporters back sn board, she could than take on the pretenders to

her throne, like Waitney Houston,

Ross’s “Workin’ Overtime® 4is an enticely black affair. Produced
by a young Harlem based video production company, shot in a black
club, peopled by black hip-hop dancers, and filmed in a suitable
grainy street credible manner, with Ross dispensing for cnce with
shoulder pads and -egquins in favour of ripped denims, it proves to
be a valiant attempt to find favour with the black comrunity, The
iconography of sequined evening gowns connotes glamour certainly,
but it has unfortunate connotations of wealth and & zich-bitch
attitude, unfeortunate because it alienates the wearer from the
struggling black working class of the ghettos. “Workin' Overtime"
iz a clear example of disassociation from the old. Interestingly
enough, the song was & hit on black radio, but stalled completely

on the white radio and television fronts.

Tha pursuit of realism in music-video proves to he a double edged
sword, More often than not, xzealism is a2 strategy being employed
to appear more realistic to an auvdience of viewers. Ii does not
actually reprasent the artist’s experience, but rather his need to

appear conciliatory with the viewer's experience.

As ! have attempted to indicate in this chapter, even "realistic"
rock-videos are constructed texts. The "performance® video, which
employs the themes of Artist as Object of Scrutiny and Azxtist as

Performer, sows the seeds of jts own estrangement from the real,
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whilst the “concept" videos, by their very nature, do not cross-
reference with reality. The maxketing strategies employed by
black artists to assist the "crogsover" sucuess of their music -
impression management - was also discussed, The three salf-
presentational  patterns {accumulation of new associations,
neutering and disasscciation} utilised in impression management
all rTely on tha connotative values of the 1leonic codes in
cperation, Thus, when "the real" is shown in music-video, it

generally represents a viewer and not an artist reality.
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MUSIC VIBEO - THE FOURTH IFORMAT

The growth and development of music-video over the last fifteen
yaars has been nothing short of remarkable. From the first promo

reels of 16 mm f£ilm to the television standard Betamax and 1"

 tapes which are broadcast today, the physical format has changed

almest as much as the promo content itself. In the Nineties, the
most astute and lucid media journalists are referring to music-
video o8 “the fourth format*57 {with wvinyl, cassette and CD

~

baing the other three conflgurations).

From an historieal viewpoint, the emergence of music-video as a
format to be reckoned with, coincides with the decline of winyl
records - the first format. However, although the gaing of the
fourth format have ocoured at much the same time as the decline in
album production, the two are not necessarily interlinked. 1In
fact, it =eems as if the phenomenal growth rate in the TD market
has been at the expenge of vinyl pressings. Tha technological
revolution of the Jlast decads that brought us compact disc (the
third format)} all but nailed the coffin shut on vinyl producticn.
Cartainly in the field of classical music, hew raleases are now
only available on ©Cb and cassette (the saceond format). Certailn
pop acts have found themselves falling wictim to a similar ralease

pattern.,
It has not only been the technological advances of the last few

yeaxrs that have been responsible for the breakthrough of nusic-

video, but also a drastic change in the social and gultural
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expectations and patterns of a new generation of consumers. The
explesion of the home entertainment industry in First World
countries has ensured that most homes now have a video machina,
In fact, the VCR is all but considersd standazd egquipment along-
slide the television set and the hi-fi. “The anceptance of this
hardware into most surbuxban households has also facilitated the
arrival of music-video in its longform package as an expected

addendum to any housshold, especially those with tesnagers in it.

Longform wideo, &5 a generle term, refers to a rataill commodity,
Longform vwvideo xeally came into its own with the phenomenal
success of the health and fitness videos (Jane Fonda et al), but
now encompasses averything from Hollywood movies to sporting
events to educational programmas. Specifically with refarence to
misic-video, longform video is the name given to the video package
comprising anything from fifteen to zixty minutes of pre-recorded
music~videqa material. Longform wideo is usually of two sorts,
elther live concert material or a c¢eollection of videno ¢lips cen-
tering around & varticular artiest or a particular theme. For
ingtance, vyou could be watching anything from "The Prince’s Trust
Concert", to a Kylie Minogue video retrospective, toc a Hard and

Heavy Video Magazine* {a visual equivalent of reading a heavy

¥ panalagous ¢ & magazine programme on television, video maga-
zines are literally texts that, unlike conventional television
transmission, wviewers can watch and "re-read". Normally
linked by a talking head {ox in the most adventurous instances
simply by velceover), wideo magazines are blurring the dis-
tinctions between conventional literature and televisual
texts.
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metal magazine}. The latter instance beqs the guestion entirely
of the decline of literacy and the emeigence of a new "litera-

tura", the collected texts of music-vidao.

Longform wvideo is a'c»r known as "sell-thru video®, a title that
switches the semart -+ -cous from duvational format to consumer
accesibility. It also indicates just how long a road music-video
hag travelled down, from its earliest days as a pgurely promotional
tool only visible as part of television orogramming to its currant

gtatus as a2 consumer durable.

The emergence of mbsle-video as a fourth format also adds znother
laval to warlier parallels drawn betweon music-video and £film,
The home entertainment indu;try has created a market feor video
rental movies that is larger and globally moxe lucrative than
their 4-waller release. In fact the Zovelopment of video rental
a8 a successful format has boosted the film industry because £ilm
studios can afford to {a) take chances on otherwise marginal pro-
jerts and {b) incyease budgets on other projects so
that they assume blockbuster status. Even 1f a film bombs on the
commexreial <ireouit, chances are that it will more than recoup ite

gosts on the home~video circuit.

The ohvious parallel to be drawn with the film industry scenaric,
is the hope that tha development of sell-thru video will similarly
encourage the music~video industry. Cartainly, in terms of
i 'arage  budgets accorded to artists, it would be Justifiable to

surmise that the budgets for musle-video production would
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increase. Record companies could look to a real return on their
investment, and not just take ¢ gamble on the fickleness of the
pop charts to justify their video expendituxe. In fast, so lucra-
tive has the "sell-thru video" market become that many record com-

panies now have their own longform video departments.

A longform wvideo departwent does much moze than simply package
together the prome video clips of various artists, 1In other woixds
they da not play seoownd fiddle to xecord company A+R (artis.s and
repertolire) and marketing departments whoe choose which singles
will be culled from an album, and, traditionally, dictate which
tracks will have video support. Instead, longform video depart-
ments (such &as EMI's Picture Music International {PMI]) have
responsibility for creating a product that has its own lntegrity,
and 1its own unigue 8elling point. Thus most saell-thru videos
today Zfeature ‘“rare, never-before-seen footage®” such as artist

interviews, rehearsal shots, backstage antics and the like.

Earlisr on in this chapter, mention was made of the threo
groupings of longform wvideo, namely clip compilations (Kylie
¥inogue), thematic compilations (video magazines), and live con-
cart footage (“Prince’s Trust®), It i3 to this latter grouping
that we must now turn our attention. & music concert oxr pop zhow
which has been filmed in its entirzety is cleser to documentary
than to art. However creative the camera work, howaver ifnventive
the lighting, however novel the staging, thesa are aspects of
technical performance that do not add, I contend, to the revolu-

tionary artistic impact of musicwvides. What is portrayed is a
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real event, not some imaginative distortion or escapist fantasy,
and is thus closer to the conventicnally ‘naturalised’ texts of
television disgourse. I raise this point because it is interes-
ting to consider it in its historical perspective. The earlliest
music-videoes wers almost always live clips. It was only much
later that the wild {flights of fancy which we associate with
mugic-video today liberated the medium, and created interesting
and entertaining television programming. In its clip foxm,
howavey, a live performance could be either art or documentary, as

wa shall see.

Bince the eaxly days, tha documentary-styled performance music-
video has fallen into creative disrepute, except where it makes a

sticular statement -~ as in the case of thematic artist pressn-
tations such as the Artist as Performen. Even though wa speak of
performance videos as “"documentary-styled', we must be aware of
the malleability of the format, and that such videos can bhe styled
te suit wvarying requirements. Most often, as we saw in the
previous chaptoxr, these videos sow their own estrangement from the
roal. The longform performance video is not surceptible to being
exuplaited creatively due, simply, to ite inordinate length. On
tha other hand, a standaxd video ¢lip - in performance style - ¢an

be harpnessed to convey a ritualised set of expectations.

"o coacretise this, let me give the example of Janet Jackson and
her "live concert™ video for "Black Cat”. OQver a two album span
of wvideos, Jackson has succeeded in crossing over into numerous

targot markets, I use the phrase rtarget’ hot merely te indicate
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racial groupi.gs, but far more specifically in terms of radio
formats. Thug voung Janet moved from her r+b {rhythm and blues)
base {which was moxre of a family legacy than anything else) inteo
the club charts {asaisted by some very tight dance moves in videos
guch as "Nagty" and "What Have You Done FPor Me Lately” from then-
choreographer Paula abdul}. These two formats sewn ap, it was a
mere formality to achieve major hit parade success on the pop
charts. A syrupy ballad ("Let’s Wait Awhile")} created a niche for
Jackson on the adult contemporary charts, In all these instances,
Janet Jackson's wvideo image was perfectly cohesive with her
musical identity. The only major Iformat left unconguered for
Janet was rock radio. The obvious impression-management strategy
was ‘accumulation eof new associatlons’, and the ¢\ly genre video
answer to reinforce this new identity waszs the concext video piece,
the staple of hard rock artists., Admittedly, the song chosen to
realise +this strategy, "Black Cat®, is, musically, a heavy guitar
driven track. But how interesting to see how Janet's pop/dance/
r+b stance which has been so assiducusly cultivated and developed
over a ten video ecurriculum vitae, has been gacrificed for aevery
eliche of the heavy metal video genre. Gone are the tight choreo-
graphed set pieces that had Janet dancing effortlessly through
fantasy land. Instead, "Black Cat" has Jackeon dripping in rock-
star sweat, fist raised, aliding along stage on her knees before a
vrowd of loud rowdy fang. The video assunes its rock colouwrs when
it is compared alongside dJanet's only other performance vidao,
that for “"Control*.  Whereas “"Control"” has severely chorsographed
dance moves, "Black Cat® is an altogether locser, wilder animal,

Not even Joan Jeht geuld have done 1t better. In fact, so
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complete was Janet Jackson's video transformation, that she earned
herself a nomination at the 33rd Grammy Awards for Best Ruck Vocal
Performance (& category which is geemingly incompatible with hex
r+b nominations). In performance video clips, therefore, live is

nét necessarily real, but un-real can still be highly convincing.,

The other major variety of sell-thru video ig the clip compilation
package. This obvicusly only comes into its own whan the video
artist has a sufficiently large oeuvre to justify such a collec-
tion, Howewnx, 1t 1s not unheard of for a single video clip to be
retailed - and successfully at that. Recently, Madonna’s “Justify
My Love" was issued, and soon scaled the top of the video sales
charts, Be that as it may, the bulk of video compilations offer a
gtartlingly revealing overview of an artist's development, not

only musically but image-wise as well.

The s=second grouping of longform video, the thematic "sell-thru
videt" caters to special intereat qgroups. Whether it be a
retrospective of Hits from the 1960‘s to a Best of Motown package,
it will no¥mally feature a mixture of performance and concept

material, depending on how historieal the footage is.

The concert longform video, the third category, 1s far from baing
a rarity, nor is 1t purely associated with rock acts. Most of the
major chart-topping pop acts such as Madonna or Mew Kids On The
Block have mega~gelling concert videos on the shelves. Obviously
thelr showa vary gneatly from their rock counterparts (seldom any

gultar solos), but showcase instead the act's often phenomenal
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choreography and aundience rapport. The live performance piece,
once the staple of video ¢lips, has come full circle to renewed

acceptance in “sell-thru video" terms. And, as can be seen,
lengform  video has not only defined a market and created a format,
but it has also had an a priori effect on music marketing., Most
importantly, £rom a semiotlcians perspective, the concert longform
videe no longer operates at the level of the open sign. Being &
‘documentary-styled’ xrecord of a perfdrmance, the cencext longform
vide. i categorised with the "special occasions" programming of
televiaton which reinforces the ‘reality’ dimension because so

much of the broadeast is live,

¥In concluslon, the emergence of moslic-video 5 the fourth formatc
is indicative of its retail importance in a longform oxr "sell-thru
video" wconfiguration. Expectations are that +this consumer
phenomenon will foster the music-video Industry and encourage
record companies to invest more heavily in making promo clips,
Even though the concert-video has come full circle, I have
attempted +to show that, in its clip foxm, it is more often used as
a vehicle for impression management, than as a ‘documentary-
styled’ performance ploca, However, 4in its longform, the
concert-video is no longer an open sign, but rather a denctative

discourse,
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VIDEDQ ANALYSES

To fully appreciace the extent of image creation {that is to say

the formativn of a persona) ia music-video, it is necersary to

examineg a large body of texts, and to this end I have selected

saveral representative samples which exemplify the points I have

made in the preceding chapters. The videos I have selected are of

chart-topping songs, that is to say they area:

1) vidaos which were so effective in themselves that they
facilitated a succersful run on the charts for the recoxd

2) videos which received the most airplay because they ware on
tha charts longer, and which therefore promoted their meesage
to more people more often

3) videos which (if I may beg indulgence at this point) I enjoyed
artistically and wmusically enough to sustain me through the

repeated viewinys necessary for analysis.

Pop music, like fashion, is of the moment., It ls transient, and
its moment of popularity is brief, on average 16 weeks. Every
seasor, the realm of haate couture produces a new name. A
designer achieves new Iame for an interesting line, a clever use
of colour, or a preference for a certain fabric., The music world
is no different. Fach season sees the instant prominencge of a
mexre handful of performers whose music becomes the mountrack of a
generation, and whose plictures adorn many a hedroom wall. Why
these select few? Why did Tina Turner only achleve superstar
astatps after decades in the businezs? Why did Madonna achieve

overnight success and how has she kept from being a one-hit
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wonder. Why is Whitney Houston being touted as the next Diena
Ross? It would be jumping the gun to claim that music-video was
the unifying answer to all these questions, but it is certainly a
major part of the equation. Also, an artist will always require
good material to work with, but more importantly will always
requive good management to work with them. An artist’s manager is
often extremely underrated in his importance, but it is often he
who dictates the look and strategises t!- image which we see

expressed in the music-videos.

Tipna Turmer is a case in point, After yeaxrs of professional
neglect and semi-obscurity, Tina signed to Roger Davies Management
{the mastermind behind Olivia Newton-John'’s "Physical" tranafor-
mation). The wvery £first thing Davies did after analysing her
pexformances was to scrap Tina‘s two backing dancer-vocalists.
Unfair that Pina should compete visually with women half her age,
and unfair to reinforce the Tkettes image which had tagged Tina,
albeit subconsaoiously, as pelonging to a previous genevation.
Davies obviously realised that Tina nended "impression management”
and impleomonted the  '"disassoeciation from the old" self-
presentational pattern, BAs defined earliex, this variety of video
exorcises the black perfommer entirely from his or her black
supporting cast (Tina's backing dancers). These were purely
visual changes, changes that would be remarked in concert atten-
danca and musicwvidao. Tina’s vexy next single {and clip)} which
expressed this new lock, "what’s Love Got o Do WIth It", want to
nunber one, and a whole new career was launched. Visuvally, Tina is

a remarkable woman, made for the vidao streen. Her legs have a
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language ~F their own, her hair has an identity of its own, T
all cunltural or evalnative statements, we observe an elaboration
of the first-level eystem of signs. As this process is enacted,
the concreteness and history of the first-order sign, wazy *hair",
ie held in check {all the known qualities of hair -~ physical and
chemizal composition, colour, cut). The iconic s=sign “halrx®
becomes myth when it is used to absorb & new concept. The
‘hair-like' gualities of the denotative first-order sign are
selectively employed and the iconic sign connotes 'lion mane’ with
ite rescnances of powesr, commanding authority, wildness and
regality. In an analogous fashion, Tina’s legs connote beauty,
sexuality and witality. The fact that Tarner is at least twice
the age of her rivals in +the pop charts, is probably in her

fayour., There is an ageless, parennial quality to her image.

Another case in point, and an artist whose cenon of video per-
formances we shall be examining in considerable depth and detail,
is Madonna. Quite &aimply, no artist ln the last decade has at-
tracted the amount of media and public hysteria that Madonna has.
Her trajectory into supexstardom has been so complate, so cannily
contrived and controlled, that one is implicitly aware that the
people who have made Madonna what she is (this presupposes that
there ar: other interested intelligencves apart from her own),
understand how the pop machine works, and what merdia there are to
be exploited - like music~video. In the accompanying analyses, I
have dispensed with & syntagmatic scan in mest instances, in crder

to cvoncentrate on a paradigmatic reading of the video text,
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MAODONNA - THE RELIGION OF SEX

In a careex that has spanned a decade, Madenna Ciccone has 20-plus

music-videos, elght albums, seven featura films and three world

tours under her belt. "Seriouns feminist schelars defend her
intelligent womanliness. Bluencses sniff at her every bump and
grind. The Vatican has denounced her. Academics spin doctoral

dissertations based on her canon*,38 Unphased by all the
attention she receives, Madonne produces hit after hit, and ra-
invents herself boldly tima and again. We shall be examining this
process of reinvention in Madonna‘s music-videos by seeing how ghe
exploits the connotative wvaluwes at the second level of signi-

fiecation in order to tailor a suitable myth for her enterxprise.

In September 1983, The Fare magazine devoted a donble page spread

to the +then unknown Ms Clecone. A guote from that issue reads as
follows: "We expact her to cross over big. Fred DeMann and I.
Fred DeMann is her new manager. His only other client is Michael
Jackson". Within weeka of M:donna signing her management deal,
the remnants of her first album ’‘inexplicably® struck the American
Top 10 {the firxst and supposedly best three tracks having been
pra-released inte oblivien}. The disparity between those three
videen, and the new persons unleashed on the "Like A Virgin' album

bears noting.
Madonna’'s adventures in the pop game bagan in October 1982 when

Sire Records xreleased a 12-inch of *Everybody". Musically, the

song waa nothing more than pleasant, and Madonna was without an
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image, & video or a manager. This recoxrd precedes the Madonna
that we know today, and its success was limited to the club floors
of America. Interesting to note that Madonna’s picture did not
even appear on the record sleeve, thus no lconography. It wasn‘t
until almost a year later that Madonna really "broke", bnt by then

the pieces were in place.

In tha pop spectrum of 1983, John Cougar and Cnlture Club were
hot, the Police and Abba were cooling, and the marriage of New
Wave and disco, hastily arranged by England’s New Romantics was on
the xrocks. Into this musical palette, came Madonna's colourful
entryy with “Lucky Star'. The video introduces Madonna as a young
and somewhat rebelliocus gixi, Rebellion, by its very nature of
being a concept, can only be expressed connotatively, and this che
video accomplishes - > presantation of Mad-nna's appaardnce.
Her hair, as an index of rthis, is dyed blonde with a good inch of
regrowth.  Unlike the example of Tina Turnex’s halrstyle which had
rasonances of ragallty, commanding authority and wildness,
Madonna’'s colffure connotes a lack of diseipling, a confron-
tational attitwle and, of course, rebellieon, In fact, the very
concept of formalising cne’s video image as blonde halr with dark
roots clearly visible has enormous signification at the level of
the open sign. Here is a girl, the conceptual signified of tha
second level seems to be saying, who has been around the block a
fow times. fhe kas shaken off her innocence by dying her hair,
and has not attempted to wmask her act of rebellion hy covering

{redying} the traces of her fall from grace.
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2 similar process is enacted with Madonna's garb. The outfit is
street-smart: black books and socks, and a layered look ¢ sut-off
sweats and string wvests (which, even at the first-level of the
signified denote masculine apparel), Personal touches include the
fingerlaess lace gloves (signifying femininf%y) and the ubiguitous
Hadonna iconography of crvurmifixes (aymbolising xeligion) and othar
baubles of accesorised Catholicism.” Wrenched as they are from
their customary setting, Madonna‘s crucifixes loee their cul-
turally approved connotations, and become a form into which

Hadonna saelects new signifiede - and new value.

Nothing much happens superficially in the video of "Lucky Star".
Madonna dances in a great big white studio with two male dancers
{also dressed in black). Howevex, the deeper surfaces of the
video axe more revealing as it plays with colour sywbolism.
Against the purity of the white backdrop, a black figure. Conw
trast the unbesmirched, unmarked and unremarkable cocoon-like
setting with the all-black (corrupted) garb of Madonna. Tn Eact,
the wvery knowing aurxa that Madonna projects 1ls compounded by the
fact that she winks at something/somebody 4ust to the left of
carera at ong stac  of the wvideo, This implies an immediate
avarenvss of an auvdience, and is thus an early and somewhat naive

presentation of tha Artist as Object of Scrutiny (I say naive

* *My idea is to take chese iconographic symbols that are held
away from everybody in glass cases and say, here is anothex
way of looking at it. I can hang this arouvnd my neck. I can
have +this coming out of my crotch if I want, The idea is to
somehow bring it down to a level that everyone can rglata‘to.“

Madenna
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bacause we never actually see the camera, Madonna's misdiruction
of gaze implios its exiutence), The combination of masculine and
feminine clo‘ting that Madonna wears is an index of har fashion-
akility (very stylish for 1982), but alsp, I would argue, pro-

figures her ability to change identities (Madonna‘s reinvention},.

Madonna's next video venture 1s "Borderline'. 2Already, the image
i8 being fine-tuned from street-smart to star, JIn the first of
many nods to Hollywood that will characteris  much of her video

c;m8, "Borderline" has a shot of Madonna touching her lips and
looking over tha top of her glasses that is the gquintessential
Iolita (a hommage to BSue Lyon)., Composed of two separate iden-
tities, “Borderline" pitches Madonna as a street-level heroine eon
the one hand, and as a star on the other. The two ldentities are
clearly distinct: whilst the Madonna-next-door is filmed in colour
striding the streets (closer to the freal’ naturalized sign), the
Madonna~star 15 pictured being 1lit and photographed in reverent
black and white cinematography. The use of monochrome serves to
alicnate the star ¥Madonna from the 'real' as it has connotations
of a bhygone age of Hollywood clnema. Also, for tha most part,
Madonna's natural wvocal i only carried in the black and white
sogmentt of the video, clearly differentiating it from the un-
natural wvocal of the street scenes. Followiug the text's logic,

the singer is the star.
Not only ie the photographer and his studio clearly evident, but

Madenna is5 also shown contemplatiag the vavious publicity shotsz
that have been taken of " ., Though not quite the perfoct exanple
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of "The Artist As Double" because we have no sense of the two
Madonna identities being aware of each other, "Horderline® is a
clear example of “"The Artist As Object of Scrwtiny”, due to the
constant wvisnal zxeferences to ~ha pheto shoot.  This aside, how-
ever, the dichotamy of presentation of the two Madonnag iz the
most interssting feature of ‘“Borderline®, In her c¢olonrful
pavement scenes, Madonna introduces a behavioral interest that
will come to characterise much of her early work - boys.*
Flirting with boys, chatting to boys, petting witlh boys - these
are all hallmarks of the Madonna character, because despite the
sacred connotations of her name, MNMadonna evinces a more than
healthy interest in sex. In her monochrome star scenos, Madonna's
pxamination of her phota shoot and rearranging of the pictures,
foreshadow the hotly debated issue of Madonna's contral of har own

image.

“Berdariine” hit the Top 10 on tha pop charts end wae the Jlast of
her =singles not to go Top 5 for many years. It was also the last
single roleased off her eoponymous debut album  which had been
tecorded prior to tha De Mann management deal. Madonna'’s second
album was a much xricher, more palished and market-targeted

affair. Songs were written especially with Madonna in mind, the

* In fact, her next album sleeve shows Madonna wearing a belt
buckle emblazoned witk the words “Boy Toy*. The “Boy Toy"
concept is atrikingly anti-feminist becuase it implies that
women are purely f£rivolous and have ne value but as playthings
for man. Madenna came under a lot of coritielsm foxr this
particular accesory, but later insisted ir wasz all a joke

anyway.
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image had corystalliced, and the managoment push was on for real.
The lead-off single, which became her first number oune smish, wes

also the album’s title track - "Like A Virgin-,

tike A Virgin, Semantically one would have to admit that there
was a tauwtology in evidence. One is eicher a virgin or one is
not, and because the state of wvirginity Jimplies an absolute
innocence, 1t is impossible to have been deflowered and yet rxatain
that state of non-sexual grace. Also, there is something about
the word “virgin® that, even though it expresses the ahsolute lack
of, cannot help but bring %o mind the very thought of sex, its
natural oppoaite. in fact, the definition of "virgin" has to be
couched in terms of sexuality, whilst the raversa is not true st
all. The very name Madonna has obvious religious overtones, thus
on the level of appsllation she is alxaady an ohject of venera-
tion. This nom‘nal deification finds further exapressgion in the
gong *“Like A Virgin" whose lyric preclaims her to be nothing of
tha sart. She is a woman at one wivh her own sexuality. Tf the
title’'s simile proclaims Madonna to be pure ne longer {she morely
Ienls like a wvirgin), then it alzo reaffirms her ecclesiastical
ptatus, for evorything connected with her image proposes that she
is *Like the WVirgin {Maxy)’. The pazadox between wvirginal inno-
sence and carnal knowledge is striking and horders on the blas-

phemous, and as such has great titillatory value.
The wvideo of "Like A Virgin” is an excellent example of the themes

of the “Artiat as Dovhle" and the “Artist as Deity". TFrom a

structuralist viewpoint, +tha T“Artist a8 Double" theme 4is
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particuiarly ripe for cxritical analysis. Briefly, the implication
of strueturalism is that there is an a priori 'transcendental
subject’ in a text. Critical strategies avise from tho reader’s
desire to maximize the interest or significance of the toxt by
discovering its manifold patterns of meaning {og. binary oppo-
sitionsy. Structuralism, with its emphasis on distinctive
fratures and significant contyrasts, becomes in effect a logiti-
mating .heoxy of what it is properly to read a text. In "Like A
Virgin* we witness two Madonnas, one in a black mnini-dress
writhing on a gondels, and the other as the virginal hride
somplete with wedding gown. These are the two halves of the
Madonna paradex which iz constituted by a sories of dichotamies:
black aress versus white dross, mini versus gown, Dionyslan
daneing wversus Appollonion wmovement (whose rogal eolegance is
emphasised by the slow motion photography}), ¢ . abandon of hair
vorsus an  immaculate ecolffure, cut-of-doors liberty vorsua
wvallad-in constraint, ete. The taxtish Madomnna, dripping with
cheap jewellery, 18 not entirely without religious connotation;
the adernments ghe favours arc redolont of ocelesiastical
iconography (the crucifixes for ingtance), What wo worship in

her, however, is her soxuality - her vice rather than her virtuo.

the wvideo 1& filmed on location in Venice, for very good reasons.
Fizstly, thexeo is always a cercain amount of suporfiecial closz to
be obtained when shooting in exotic lecations, and thus the vidoo
ls pretty to leok at. Far more impurtantly; however, the setting
has wvarious cultural and mythical resonancss. Italy is the home

of the vatican, the Pope, the Roman Catholie Chureh, and therefore
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#lso the home of the savred Madomna. Watching M= Ciccone cavor-
ting in this miliesu, cannot help but bring to mind these associ~
ations, jore  importantly, Vendce, with its Bridge of Bighs, has
the reputation of beirg a City of Love, For Madonna, love means
sox rather than romance, although both these posturas arxe explored

in the video by the double persona.

"bike a Virgin" scems to posit a definite moral about human
soxualicy and the roelation betwaen the sexes., The lion that
wanders around the plagza I8 man, confident in his superiority,
literally the Xing of the Jungle, ‘The following shots show us
Madonna thoe tramp striding £roely through the city, similarly

confidont, and basking in her persuasiva sensuality.

The cut  to Madonna the virgin is striking. Swathed in vails, she
glides in a slow-motion world of sorenity and sculptured calm that
iz foar removed £Erem the chaotie vibrancy of Madonna, the tramp.
An intoerosting intoraction ooeurs botween the bride and the snowy-
white dropes that furnish the room., Modonna the virgin engages in
actions of cloaking and covering. She pulls the slzete around
hersolf, the same sheete that shrouded the unused fusniture of a
lifelosg vyoom. Hex sction is one of closure and with'+awl, anala-
gous tha wvideo sooms to be  aying, to the conseaguences of her
married state. the brief shot of the bride outzide {the tramp’a
domain), reveals her moulded to & column, capable only of thim
quick extornal extursion through recourse to the structures of
conventionality, wunable to even support herself without relying on
the priapic pillar. We wateh the lion (man} move towards her and
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the scene cuts back to indoors, Tha bridae iz being carried
through her empty chambexs by a handscme male {(whose very action
proclaims his symbolic walue of ‘husband’}. The gentleman is
dressed in period costuwe, thus denoting that his chivalrous

bahaviour is 'old-fashionad’, if not ‘out~of-date’.

Just as we have geer two Madonnas, so0 we have witnassed two male
figures, the gallant bride-carriexr and the lion. 'This latter male
has & second incarnation of egual valus, the man in the lion
nmask. He represents the male animal, man in touch with his primal
{read sexual) instinots. Bach of these masculine polarities is
drawn to the requinite Madonna polarity. Thus the mask man, when
approached by +the pure bride, divests himself of his animal
ldentity. The virgin has brought out the gentleman in him. The
following soguence shows a closeup of the mask man, arcused not hy
tha preceding wvirgin, but by the emancipated Madonna on hex

gondola. She literally brings out the beast in him.*

The wvideo hag thus far presented thesis and antithesis. It has
shown the theoretical advantages and disadvantages of mas¢uline
reaction to twoe models of female behaviour. Nice girls get
married to wen who tresat them courteously but they get forgotten
hy life itself, left to an ordered existence of masculine im-

position, opting away from the fast lane for slow-motion

* “0, one hand you could say I am turning men into swine, But I
also have this other side of my head that is saying that I a
forcing men - not foreing, asking men - to behave in ways that
they are not =suppoged teo have in soclety.” ~ Madonna,
commenting on the Circe allusion,
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romanticiswm which ends up as stiltednees. Liberated girls lead
vigourous lives, but the male attention they receive is sexual,
us@ or be used {the lore of the jJungle). It is a life of motion
witheut  stability (the wmetaphor of a boat/gondola on water

immediately springs to mind), adrift on a sexuwal sea.

Frem the presentation of opposing points of view, the video now
contents itself with a synthesis of these variant positions., We
#00 a different Madonna: hexr dress 1s long (virgin) but it is also
black (tramp), her halr is up {virgin) but her jewellry is exces-
siva (tramp) etec. This ultimate Madonna iz being escorted to a
gondela (gontleman yeacting to & virgin), but her companion is the
misk-man (sexuwally attentive to the tramp). A compromise solution
is being proposed, one that is supposedly endaring from time to
place, A close up of the third Madonna‘s face is superimposed
with a shot of the New York skyline, thus signifying that whatever
works in the wistant realms of old Venice will work just as well
in our pontemporary urban society (for which the Manhattan skyline
stands as metonym). According to "Like A Virgin", you can have

your gentloman and eat him teoo.

"Like a Virgin® shocked some, intrigued others and succezded soc
thoreughly (6 weeks at #1 on the pop chart) that it immediately
confirmed Madonna'’s superstar status. From now on, this "shiny
and new" coolly understated single announced, Madonna records
would confound all expectations, Including those set by pravious
Madonna records, Like “Material Girl". The infectious, neo-Rlus

Baat romp resembles no other Madonna music before or sinece. Here
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ghe represents a persena at once coguettish and self determined,
and even if Iyrically remaining true to her ‘’essencs’, the

"Material Girl® video is the catalyst for an iceonic reinvention.

Having so completely mined the religious resources of her name,
Madonna's “"Material Girl* video pays hommage to the pther femal~
object of wveneration - Marilyn Monrce. The greatest and most
famous of all the figures (both literally and figuratively) that
the star system produced, Marilyn Monroe has passed into folklore
as part of our cultural inheritance. To this day, her very name
conjures up the term “"sex symbol". it is therefore fittingly
abvious that Madonna should pseek to establish an equivalence
batwesn herself and Monroe, in the hope that some of the latter’s
lustre will be transferred to her. In the "Material Girl” video
we no longer ses Madonna as Madonna, but rather Madonna as
Monroe.  Thus the entire musical sequence which the video portrays
iz a replica of Monroe's "Diamonds Are J Girl's Best Friend®
number from “Gentlemen Prefer Blondes". Here the video preys
diroetly on old Hollywood, using it for enlightened inspiration.
Without this foreknowledge, this cinematic education, the video
loaes much of ite mythic dimension and is interesting only on a

denotative rather than a connotative level.

The video for “Material Girl" ie romarkable 1f only fur its
blatant mythologlzation of Madonna as Marilyn Monroe. Starting
with a2 short dramatic prologue set in & screening room, the video
shows two men wateching rushes, Soundlessly, we see Madonna

dancing. Qr is it? Film and fashion fundis will intediately



ragognise the fuschia-pink sheath as being Monroe's from the
"Plamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend" sequence in "Gentlemen Prefer
Blondas" . In fact, as the video progresees, we see that this
roegemblance 1s more than just passing. Madonna mimics Marilyn
guite convincingly. In the chapter, "The Semiotics of Idolatry",
I referred to the primacy of the iconic code in music-video, which
conveys meaning in a preferred fashion to either the sound or the
linguistic codes. The Marilyn Monrve hommage ls pictured without
reference to any aural code, its message is conveyed within 5
seconds, The rest of the video is ‘redundance’, HNot only does
the dance routine emphasize the analogy, but the rest of the
"Material Girxl" wvaideo, set in the Hollywood studio lot, attempts
to eatablish Madonna as the essential ‘'50‘s star. I will not
analyse the balance of the video which shows how David Carradine
(playing *he movie director) presses his suit on Madonna, as this
is not impmediately relevant for cur purposes. What 1is relevant,
howevex, {5 the thematic presentation of *The Artist as Delty"
where Marilyn Monroe, the ultimate sex goddess of her generation,
iz clearly and unambiguously invoked. To show that this is not
just an isolated instance, let ue now *““yn our attention to

Madonna’s next video foray, "Into The Groove“.

“Into Tha Graove" helongs to an interesting subcategory of muaic-

video in that is a theme song for a £ilm (in this case "Despe-

rately Seekihg Susan"). The advantages of this are twofold:

{a} the video maker has a wealth of relevant cinematic footage
which 18 available at a fraction of the cost of shooting it
himself
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(b} the video does double duty as a film trailor.

"Desperately Seeking Susan" is a perfect example of “cross ferti-
lisation" because, thematically, it has much in common with promo-
video (the artist as double, deity and ohject of scrutiny).
Madonna and alterego, Rosanna Arguette, are both Seen in the video
with identical clothes and hairstyles (and are indeed mistaken for
oazch other in the f£ilm), Madonna is brash and sassy, full of
public confidenca; Resanna, however, 1s shy and retiring - a
model of private inhibition. Together thay represant, in video
terme at least, the distinction between media persona and natural
pexson. Further indication of thelr differentiation iz Madomna’s
pragence both beforxe and hehind the camera, She becomer the ob-
ject of scrutiny, a media darling hounded by photographers. Bnt
Madonna aleo takes snapshots of herself, an index of gelf-
referentiality, By setting the parameters of her exposures -~ the
frame of the photograph - Madonna has complete control of the way
she presents herself to the camera (as metonym for her publiz).
the implieation of this is that Madonna plays a part in the
creation of her own image. If this sounds familiar it ia, a
similar concluslon was reached in the discussion of the "Border-
line* wvideo. In "Into The Groove', Madonna'’s Polaroid pictures
mova with a llfe of their own, making her a figure of potency if
not divinity. The animation with which Madonna‘s snapshots are
imbued alse reference, in a denotative way, the concept of ra-
invention, She formalises an image (by photographing it),
examines i+, approves i1t and finally vivifies it, Tha mythicali-
zation of Madonna <£inds 4its ultimate expression in the super-

imposition of her face agailnst the night sky: she literally
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becomes one of the stars in the firmament. In accordance with
Madonna's wvisual yeference to the solas/star system, there is a
clever updated pastiche of Marilyn Monroe's subway vent adventure
in "Busstop" which serves to reinforce Madonna's mythical status.
Although it is possible to read the video mechanically ay a serias
of arbitrary shots from the film, it also makas for a cohesive

ideological text in video discourse.

Madonna's startling next video was for her absolutely classic
gingle “Papa Don’t PFreach", the first track taken off her mega-
selling "True Blue" albun, One of the first Madonna songs to tell
a story, “Papa Don‘t Praach" is about a young woman who f£inds out
she is pregnant, decides she wants to carry uwntil full term and
marry the father of her wunborn baby, and who has to relay all
these momentous decisions to her father, Due to the contemporary
gocial welfare angle of the song’s lyrics, as well as its very
gpecifiec references, the video assumes a very different mantle to
that displayed by previous Madonna video clips. Here iz Madonna
as Every{wo)man, the young restless atreetwise daughter. We sce
girl-Madonna meeting her boyfriend, dating him, wvisiting him, all
interspersed with shots of Madonna at home with Papa summing up
the courage to tell him everything. Interestingly enough, there
is no maternal figure in “Papa Don't Preach" - Madonna cooks and
sgrvas dinner ~ so one gete a very definite sense of Madonna

needing hexr father’s blessing on her antics,

We are presented with yet ancther Madonna in the video, a star-

Nadotna very clearly distinct from the pregnant teenager
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(znaloy ‘us to the Madonna dichotamy discussed previously with
raferance to the ‘“Borderline* wvideo). Dancing on a simply lit
black studie set, the star-Madonna sings the narrative that the
girl-Madonna acts out. Whilst the girl-Madonna wears jeans and
T-ghirts and has a bristly boyigh haixcut, the star-Madonna has a
50's hairstyle, and is wearing a revealing little black hustier.
Once again, it is the star-Madonna who carries the natural vocal
in the video. This has two functions: firstly it creates for
Madonna & &aparate star identity which bhas a ciear denotativa
focus, and dinsists on the fact that Madonna, the singer, is the
stay; secondly, it insists that because there are two Madonna‘s ~
& real one (in jeans and t-shirt) and an "other" (the stax), the
other 1ls a constructed formulation, Because there is a ‘real’,
the ‘othex’ mmst ba, in some sense, arbitraxry 4s the signified of

the open sign enjoys a selective employment of concepts.

What makes “Papa Don't Preach" such a superb video is the inten-
sity of Madonra’s performance as the pregnant teenager. 8he is so
real in the part that one has the feeling that art is imitating
rnality.* The incredibly personal flavoux of har interpretation
prefigqures the highly autobliographical nature of Madonna’s next
album, "Like A Prayer". This being understood, we must never
forget that Madonna'’s supremacy in the video fleld is linked to
her musical supremacy. The fact that lyrically she 1s challenging

* "But  becsuse this 1s HMHadonna, the video <transcends its
function as a marketing tool and hecomes something closexr to a
statement....Her wvideos are at one with her mueio and herx
personality”. Jay Cocke: Madonna Draws a Line, Time (December
17, 1890, p. 63). :
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the boundaries of what constitutes suitable hit parade material,

liberates her in the realm of musgic-video too.

Madonna's next single, "Open Your Heart", returned to more tra-
ditional .orritory musically, but unleashed a number of Madonna
video epics that shocked and scandalised. It was as if she felt
immorally obliged to exceed and outdo herself with each succeeding
music-video. In "Open Your Heart", Madonna is a dancer in a peap-
ghow. Although she never strips off completely (in fact the most
she takes off . her wig), the very concept of a rad-light club is
ultimately seedy. Yet, despite the less than salubrious venwa in
which "Open Your Heart” is set, one never feels that Madonna is
degrading herself. There is something all too pristinely smart
and neat about the milieu to start fearing for her moral
safety*. In faect, the innate theatricality of the gvent is
emphasisei by the shot of a curtain being raised befoxe the action
bagins. Yet again, Madonna becomes an Object of Scrutiny as we
see one of her customers/voyeurs +taking pilctures of her. The
gense of wateching which pervades the video (the constant visual
roferences to her male clientele in thelr little booths), is ex-
pressed both internal®  and externally. By this I mean Mat the
concept of watching is =o heavily stressed that one starts to feel

sweaty-~palmed oneself. "Open Your Heaxrt" operates with an

% Jay Cocks writes, in his article "Madonna Draws a Line* (Time,
December 17, 1990} that Madonna vidaos “are all, in a figuw-
rativa way, about safe mex. The deliberate artfulness of her
various perascnag stresses artificielity above all. The commof
coolness of oach role she plays keeps everything at a safe
distanve, stylizing all the eensuality out of passion until
ontly the appearance remains".
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implicit wunderstanding that ideology resides precisely in the way
*reality' is constructed in the media - in its signs or ‘chains of
signification’. Things like camera angles, conventions of repre-
gentation, lighting, editing - all tecnigues which are seen as
‘natural’ - act as coodes of meaning to construct a particular
reality. Any roppositional! medium {and certainly rock-video
gerves as an eoxample) attempts the deconstruction of codes,*
Thus the video tries to break the xrealist illusion of £ilm by
+3ing camera focua in an unconvintional and diaruptive way. The
ghot of the Chinaman with the di -rtedly thick glasses pecomes us
a5 Madonna's Iace swims into foocus through what we perceive
initially to be the Oriental's spectacle frames, but which in
reality is +the back of the chaix. The video audience iz being
drawn into a voyeristic mode, internal becomes external., IE, as
w2 now realise, Madonna has cast us as participants in her passion
play, it 1is type casting indeed. We, the video audience, axe the
game as the habituees of the peep show parlour. Thematically,
Madonna is also presented as Artist as Deity, through the per-
ceived equivalence of herself and Marlena Dietrich in "BRlue

Angel".

The second part of "Open Your Heaxt" ig Madonna‘s ontrageous ned
to her “BoyToy" image, Her stage-door Johnny in the video is a
twelve year old boy whom she kisses moat pessionately on the lips,

This is partlcularly bizarre because 1% is made guite clear that

* For example, see the interview with Laura Mulvey about her
félms, and particularly “Riddles of the Sphinx" (Mulvey,
1978},
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he is underage and therefore denied admittance to the peep-show.
To me, it seems pretty clear that Madonna ls standing her “BoyToy”
image on its head, and turning it into a ‘Toy Boy’. By inverting
the ‘BoyToy' label which had followed her since its appearance on
her previous album sleeve, Madonna defuses this inflammatory situ-
ation. In the void, however, she sets up another controversy. The
Toy Boy situwation never reappearxs in her videos, sc I would argue

that it is not a major preoccupation in Madonna . =,

*La Isla Bonita® was Madonn.’s next pop offaring, and asg diffe.ent
as it was musiecally to its pradecessoxs, so¢ it mined the same
thomes visually. Plus ca change, plus c’est la wmeme chise. Yet
again, we are presented with two Madenna figures., The first is a
plain short-haired girl, dressed only in her slip. Her apartment
is vclearly the dwelling of a very religious woman. Crucifixes and
graphic representations of the Christ figure adorn the walls, The
gecond Madonna £igure is an altogether more exotic affair. Dres-
gad in the flamboyant costume of the traditional Spanish dancer,
her long hair pulled off her fzece in a chignon, this is the dream
Madonna. As clearly as we can distingnish between the two
Madonnas, 850 we can distinguish hetween the two milieus in which
they operate. The devout Madorna's apartment ia sparse and open,
shaded in ascetic blue. The dream Madonna dances in 4 blood red
room it by the light of hundreds of candlea. In a broadex
sptting, the blue room I3 the Big City, overlooking a run down
streat, The red zoom i prosvmably San Pedro, the oft-mentioned
town which presumably houses the church which we glimpse briefly

at the video's commenceoment. Having established this dichotamy,
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let us now analyse the video itself.

Cpening on an urban street scene, "La Isla Bonita* lets the boengo
druns introduce themselves both wviswally and aurally. Street
musicians are playing and dancing in the midday sunlight.
Madonna’s dincantatione are heard on the scondtrack, and by the
guitaxist who looks up to her first floor apartment. Inaide the
flat we see the deveut Madonna pensive and in prayer. Perhaps she
is praying to be taken away from the griminess of her tenement
setting, oxr perhaps sha i3 daydreaming of a pleasing holiday
axperience, or most likely of her previous tropical life bhefore
emmigrating to America. Whatever rationale we choose is not
important, although it must be stated that the songrs lyries read
"Last night I dreamed of San Pedro", which would discount the
first interpretation offered. A magnificent sunset 1s seen and
Madonna’s face 4is superimposed thereon. The fade in and £ade out
of Madomna's face on the setling sun also lend the video a gentle

dream like quality.

Thae devout Madonna moves to hor apartment window where, semi~
hidden by a laco curtain, she spies out on the gaiety of the
strest scene below her. Tears stroam down her pale face as,
presumably, the music brings back memories of San Pedro. wWithia
moments we 8ee the dream Madonna -~ passionate, alluring and
lively. Decked out 4in her red ruffled Spanish gown, the dream
Madonna dances to the streins of the music. Before .c¢ng, the
dream Madonna is splayed on the »i ‘hly barcgue floor, hexr hands

irresistably drawn +to her upper thighs in joyous and sensual



exubarance., As the camers whirls around her, the dream Madonne is
roplaged by the devout, watching from the window., Two 0f the
street porformers oall up to her with their eyes, but she remains
rutely xesolute behind her curtain. Such an invitation cannot
poss unheeded by the dresm Madonna and we see her gushing down the
stoirs and into the street beleow. Dream becomes trxuth, fantasy

turng to reality.

Interestingly enough, although we are shown contrasting shots of
the dream Madonna dancing in the strests and the devout Madonna in
her room, the latter is never shown to be aware of the former. At
ne time does the religious girl acknowledge the pleasure experi-
enced by hexr oxotic counterpart, In fact, as the dreem Madonna
dances away into the finale, the final shot is resorved for the

ascotic Madonna with her head bowerd in prayes,

The presentation of the Artist ag bBouble in this video, although
not stricetly aceurate, is the clesest thematic tool that we have
at our disposal. I+ is not strictly accurate bocuase, as men-
tiocned in relation to rBorderline' and "Like a Virgin', the two
Madonna personae scem oblivious o each other. At the crucial
Junecture «f the wvideo’t closing moments, the devout ig never
actually seoen watching the dream Madonna, unless it could be
angued that the ontire tableau is belng played out in hexr head.
But two Madonnas there certainly are, and just as in "Like A
virgin* where two distinct medels of appropriatae social behaviour
were being presented, so it is in *La Isla Bonita". The religious
Madonna in  her icy-blue apartment hides from the world behind hex
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lace curtain, and refuses to leave the sanctity of her flar to
exporience the sun and the music - in short, life itself. The
spirited Madonna, completely at one with her physicality, moves
from her passionately red room into the real world of the strget
muse’s. The fact that the two perspectives are not reconciled (as
they were in rLike A Virgin") presages a genuine angst on
Madonra‘s  part as hexr blatantly {self-)expleoited cexuality drives
her furthur away from her deeply religiocus background and child-
hood identity. This genuine existeontial torment £inds its
exprossion Jin Madeonna’s fiext album, the highly autobiographical
and extromely controversial (oven by Madonna standards) "Like A

Prayor".

It Is entirely appropriate that "Ta Isla Bonita" should end with a
shot of Madonna deep in prayer, considering the overtly xeligious
nature of her next single and videc "Like A Prayer*, On an his-
torical note, "Like A Pra sr" was the video that Pepsi payed

$3 000 000 towards, in the hope of using much of the footage as a
teleovision commercial, On  viewing the finished product, aghast
Pepasl oxecutives had to shelve thelr idea. Their key money,
howaver, was npon-recoupable, Needless to say, the publicity that
this 1little fiasco reoceivad confirmed Madonna’s reputation as

mistress of hex own modia destiny.

From “%Like A Virgin" to *“bLike A Prayer". From the religlon of sex
to the sex of religion, this is the path that Madonna dances down,
In "Like A Prayer', HNadonna doesn’t even look like Madonna; hexr

long dark trosses and startling hlue oyes are nowhare near the
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plonde eipher that wo eguate with Madonna, Yet =o startling is
the videp, so shocking in its flagrant flauwntings of religiocus
docency, so complete in its invelvement in all the aspects of Mg

Ciccone’s persona, that it is the consumate Madonna video.

The wvidec begins on an unusually drematic note. Madonna runs
across a wasteland towarxds the camera. It is evening, & wind
whips her c¢oat axound as the sound of sirens prick the air.
Madonna collapses bhefore the camera. In guick succession we are
treated to the sight of a door (vault deoox?) being slammed shut,
and immediately thereafter & burning cross. A strest gang
augaults and stabs a woman, a church glows with an inwaxd light, a
black man 418 led away in police cuatody. Although the chronology
is a trifle confused, the storyline is clear. Madonna has wit~
nessed a gang’s attack on a woman, as well as the polive's false
arrest of a black man who happens to walk into the fray. Hex
prasence has been noticed by the gang and thus she flees,
presumably to find canctuary in the church which glows like a
beacen in the dark. Onee Inside the chureh, Madonna 1is
immediataely drawn to a life-size plaster effigy of a hlack
Christ-like figure which ig placed behind a grille gate. Aas
Madonna stares at tha hlack Christ, xrecognizing perhaps thae
extraordinary resemblance between the effigy &and tha wrongly-
arrested black passer-by, the status comes to life, We see the
hande attain animation, and the eyes crying. Clearly, something
miraculous is happening here, Madonna lies down before the Christ
atatue, and immediately sesme to be falling through the sky in a

gentle s=low-motion way, only to be caught by ¢ smiling gospel

- 125 -




singex. Back in the church again, Madonna kieses the feet of the
black Christ, and gees the grille gate being opened, Most
chastely, the black Christ kisses Madonna and walks out of the
church. Seeing a fallen knife on the floor, Madeonna stoops to
pick it up, cutting both hands in the process. As Madonna flips
her palms over for our benefit, we see that it is not so much cuts
which have appeared, but stigmata. Blood is welling from two
holez in the pelms of her hands., 2= the music wells up we see a
whole gospel choir in full throat., They trade vacal passages with
Madonna, who doneces with the lady singer who caught her in her sky
fall. We are then treated to a chronologically perfect replaying
of the crime porpetrated carlier - Madonna witnessing the asgault
and stabbing of the young woman and the falge arrest of the young
black man, Madenna's natural vocals are presented in front of a
fisld of burning crosses snd then again before the gospel cholr in
the church. At the haight of 4ll this religioms fervour we are
treated to a close-up of the horizontal Madonna kissing and being
kissed by the Dblack Chrizt, not in the devout way shown earlier,
but in an intensely erotic way. Assuming his position on the
pedestal, the Christ f£figure roverts back into a statue ag the
grille gate shvts over hia. Madonna rises from her recumbent
position before the effigy. The next scene is in the police
station where Madonna c¢leara the name of the black accused. As
his cell is unlocked, a red velvet curtain falls. The cast take

their bows whilst "The End" ie written across the scroen.

It iz not difficult to understand why why there was such a Furore

about the "Like A Prayer" video. Audiences were shocked by the
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hlazing CYOSSes, the concept of Jrsus Christ being black,
Madonna‘s aspirational stigmata, and by her implied carnal union
with Christ (let alone the fact that he is black). All in all,
theras is something to offend Jjust about every tasta in "Like A
Prayer”. But controversy aside, it is one of the crispest and
mesgt  intelllgent examples of music-video making, and is thus most

deserving of closer study.

The chronological jumble of the opening montage conveys, I would
argquaz, the punicky out-of-breath qualiiy of Madonna in the dra-
matic sitnation in which she is presented. Fleeing from the scens
2f the corime and fearing for her own safety, it is not surprising
that hex chain of thought would be haphazard, Madonna enters the
church, her place of sanctuary, and is immediately struck by the
wmecanny resemblance between the Chriast rffigy and black prisoner,
Loth are behind bars. As the Christ figura starts weeping, prasu-
mably for the innocent unjustly acoused, Madonna lies down. From
this point on, most of the video occurs in the Madonna charvacter's
draan. This wonld explain her slow-motion sky-fall, as well as a
kest of other perturbing visual imsges which colour the rest of
the video. For instance, a religious iron that weeps is an
aceaptable miracle (1t has been known ta happpen in real life),
whilst a statue that comes to life and walks out of the church is
an unchurterxed miracle. These all fall under the “decentering"
gtrategy, as proposed by Marsha Kinder, who defines the term oe a

loosely connected flow of action / ~ound a theme,

‘the deep religlous resonsnces of Madonna's stigmata are not as
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blagphemous if considered as part of her dream experience an
opposad to a waking state. Even within the dream state,; the
viewer should differenticte between the manifest and the latent
content of the dream experience. Whether the viswer perceives the
distinction bketween the dream/awake worlds {or aven the manifest/
latent content} or not, the connotative value of the stigmata is
still powerful. At its simplest, 1t reveals a preocccupation on
the Madonna character’s part with the rituals of Catholicism (the
latent content}, at itg most complax it is illustrative of the
theme of the Artist as Deity. Madonna is either presenting her-
self as a saint - if not a female Christ figure - or else in her
dream state she is being prodded into realising her redemptive
power, * Only she holds the key to the black prisoner’s release

- her eyewitness testimony.

In a similar vein, the blazing croamses lose theixr power to offend
if viewed within the dream state. By withholding her testimony,
Madonna would bhe destroying the very values of Christianity (as
symbolised by the creas ~ the manlfest contentof the droam).
Alge, there is sgomething wvery Klu Klux Klannish about burning
crogssas, not to mention the Klannish prediliction for capturing

and "punishing" innocent blacks.

It s significant for me that when Madonna awakes from her resting

* *I am much nmore conscious of my masochism than any me.: ani-
feelings I may have." - Madonna
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place before the Christ figure, he ig back in place in statue form
as he was on her arrival at the Church, There is no sense of
mystery as there would have been if she had awoken to find the
altar empty. Then, yes, meaningful debate ¢ould be entered into
as to whether we had watchud a video of a dream ox a sacreliglous

miracle.

To the critical vilewer, operating within the interactive code,
what is most shoeking in the viden i= not the shape of things seen
[bleeding palms, burning crossee) on screen but the substance that
informa them -~ the latent not the wmanifest content, "Like A
Prayer* is blatant, it flaunts its overt religious content in the
same way that Madonna used to flaunt her sexuality. Whersa she
started earlier in her career as sexuallty ilncarnate, dressed up
with a few religious baubles like crucifixes, she now reverses the
process, signifying all religion before ascending/descending lnte
pexuality. The pasaion of her kiss is an all encompassing posses-
sion of the Christ figure - religion is not just spiritual it has
hecome deoply physical teo.* In an analogous fashion, Madonna's
mytholization is not xreliant on the ephemeral (spiritual), it is
grounded in the constlous ({physical) knowledge of tha tenets of
Christianity,

71, “rher all of a sudden 'Like A Prayer’ begins ... and the cross
desconds. It‘'s like here comes tha Catholic Church saying
‘8ex goes here, and splrituality goes there.t And I say - but
I say, NO THEY GO TOGETHER! I am supposed to pray, right?
But my preying gats so frenzied and passionate and frenetic
that by the end, I am flalling my body all over tha place, and
it bocomes a masturbatorysexualpassionate thing" ~ Madonna on
her live Btage rcndition of “Like A Brayer©,
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The second truly startling thing about “Like A Prayexr“ is its
ending. As if it is not encugh that we have criss-crcssed from
reality lInte a dream state and back out again, we now have to
radically reajust our perxspective to accomodate the theatrical
finale with which wea are presented. Is "Like A Prayer" a Passion
play (literally), or is the ending a cowardly cop-out that dis-
tances everything that has preceded it from being perceived rsalis-
tically and thersby frees Madenna from charges of blasphemy? As
wmuch as the answer could be drawn from any of these postulations,
I would argua for a far subtler resolution knowling that this is a

Hadonna video.™

Here, clearly, is a video that utilises the Artist as Performer

theme to magnificent effect. As defined in an earlier chapter,
the Artist as Pexformer theme is characterised as follows: the

artist is a maker of music, the performer is someone who “acts",
The mediur of the parformer is inevitably the stage/theatre, and
vhis 1s often shown to be the centre of make~believe whare all is
not vhat it would seem to be. By raising fundamental questionsg

about the nature of 1illusion and reality, this sort of video
brings to issue our placid acceptance of the television medium as
an ohjective arbiter of 'the real world’. The happy endings which
we constantly sea in televisual texts (such as Madonna freeing thae

black prisoner) are pavently untrue to life. This is

72, "I am &ble to express myself in many ways....I am lucky to be
in tga position of power that I am in and to be iutelligent.
- Madonna
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expressed in "Like A Prayer" by the deliberatoly stagey feel of
the police station scene (the large open expanse of the room).
There is, in £fact, no way that anything that precedes this scene
could ke constyxued as being staged - some shots (the burning
crosses) are clearly filmed out of doovre. With this in mind, it
is chvious to me that Madonna wants her viewling audience to accept
the religious scenes at face value, and not to negate them due to
the theatrical ending. 'The cuxrtain call that finishes the video
is merely meant to remind ug that Madonna is a performer, and that
perhaps eventa in real life do not always run as smoothly and as

fairly as one could hope for.

By stripping the video down to its various levels of illueion and
reality, we can posit the following: M¥adonna wltnesses an assault
and #s hersgelf seen in the process by the perpetrators. Madonna
watches a black bystander heing wrongly arrested, and fleer to a
chureh for sanciuwary. She falls asleep in the church and dreams
of a black Christ figure who comes to life. In her dream state an
aguivalence is perceived between the bystander and the Christ
figqure. Agscorted odd dream-like things (decentering) happen: she
falls throuwgh clouds, she dances before a f£field of burning
grenwr ., sha aquires stigmata. Finally, Madonna embraces (in
g. y sense of the werd) the Christ figure as her Saviour. As he
returns to his moulded form, Madonna awakes. We are then presen~
ted with +the theatrical happy ending which iz also a uinematic
happy ending (viz, the words "the End" which are written on the
soreen as if it were a 1940's Hollywood producc). From an unhappy

reality, Madonna oscepes into a dream world. Her dream gives her
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answers and solutions (as dreams are wont to do). Finally she
gets ta “"act® - literally -~ on the direction garnered from her

droam.

That, if anything, is the message of "Like a Prayer - Madonna acts

out her dreams.

Messages seem o play an important part in Madonna’s next osuvre
of videos, “Express Yourself' being a case in point. Fax xemoved
from the religious excesses of "Like a Prayer®, “"Express Yourself"
has a theme which 3is entively appropriate for Madonna ~ female
emancipation. Set underneath a rainy city (which bears wmore than
a passing zresemblance to “"Metropolis*}, tha video portrays the
inhuman and soullass axistence of the workers who toil beneath the
metropolis. All the workers, in true wmusic-video form, are ax«
quisitely muacled, brooding and unshaven. In contrast to their
aesthetically grimy and xigld work ethic (lots of shots of cugs
grinding), Madonna is presented as a more sinuous and colouxful
figure, Radiantly lit, wade-up, dressed and undressed, Madonna is
the wisual counterpoint to the grey and rained uwpon work-force who
labour in captivity. And yet, Madonna iz as much a priscner as

the othar ctharacters in "Bxpress Yourself®.

What happens narratively in the video is not of major importance:
in faet very little actually happens in “Express Yourself', In a
nutshell, Madonna'’s singing voice travals through the underground
speaker system and ravishes the mind of a young, exquisitely
muscled, brooding and unshaven man. At the end of the videp he
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enters her bed chamber and ‘*hey romp happily ever after. Yet
¢ serything that happens inbetween is both striking and of thematic

relevance.

Starting from hexr superbly vogued poses that are reminiscent of
the heyday of Hollywood glamour {a fleeting saries of hommages),
¥adonna Is seen clutching a small black cat. Although not im-
madiately apparent on first viewing, the cat is of enormous signi-
ficance in "Express Yourself' where it plays *he role of spiritual
reporitory of the Madonna character. Flitting through various

acenes, sometimas in shadow, the cat is Madonna's altersgo.

The theoretical constructs posited in an earlier chapter
concerning music-video and dream, find a complete expression in
*Express Yourself", Unlike "Like A Prayer", which played itself
out in the Madonna character'’s dream, "Express Yourself® is the
drecam Ffantasy of the brooding and equisitely unshaven workern.
about a third of the way into the video, we see him reclining
horizontally on his bunk with his eyes closed, thus denoting his
glaeping state, In a sudden burst of cloud, a close-up of
Madonna’s penetrating gaze is superimposed over his somi-recumbent
form (omnipresence of the spectator). Immediately, we are witness
to a new NMadonna incarnation - the Cietrich Madonna (so named
bacause of the 40's styling of her trouser sult), Now positioned
dovm MtMmemmwwhmswum,memuﬂ®MMMm“mWs
and grinds*, Still within the context of the dream sequence, the
worker projects a wvislon of his boas, a bald and evil-looking

"Galdfinges* characten. With a touch of his remote control,
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*Goldfinger" makes musician manneguins come to life and perform.

The dream continues with the by now notorious scena of the naked
Madonna chained to her bed. Feministd around the world were up in
arms over this scene, but Madonna herself termed it a pro-feminiast
statement, claiming that 1t was =he who had enslaved hexrself.”
Whether this is a wvalid remark or not is debateable, I myself side
with the feminists. Madonna might have made a conscious decision
a8 & video artiste to chain herself up in "Express Youraelf", yet
at no stage of the video do we see the Madenna character locking
tha steel collar around her own netk. In fact, by implication, we
perceive the Madonna character as being the mistress - or lova
slave -~ o©f the bald "Goldfinger" character. "Goldfinger* has the
aly of a deranged collector. The musicians that play their instru-
ments in the glass cylinder are like insects trapped in amber.
Tthey perform only for him - he is their captor. In an analogous
fashion, it is surely not farfetched to presume that "Goldfinger"
hag chained his mistress teo the bed., Why, on earth, would any
woman chain herself. What possible gracification, apart fxom

magochism, could there be in it for hexr?

I did not f£find the chain scene asg degrading and/c » humiliating
asmany others did, but in fact found ancther secmne te be far worse
and more shocking. The scene where Madonna stalks on all fours,

cat-like, across the room and under the table ie for me incredibly

73, "Yeah, well ... I am & masochist." - Madorna
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brazen. As {f it is not enough that Madonna dehumanises herself
with her pet-like behaviour, she flagrantly revels in it. When
lapping up the sauvcer of milk, Madonna equates herself with the
vat {read: pussy) that we saw earlier running through her living
quarters. The £act that Madonna is dripping wet merely adds
insult teo injury. In the narrative structuxe of the plot, there
iz no reason for Madonna +to be so drenched and no rationale is
off.red for +this meteorological displacement. All the justifi-
cation, however, comes Ifrom the fact that the cat had darted off
down to the worker, and that it had become dvenched -~ as had he ~
dus to the strange in-house sprinkler system. In this visually
lawyd assimlilation of the concept of Madonna-cat and wet-Madonna,
we are being subjected to a visceral play on words which I con~

sider to be infinitely more objectionahle thar the chain scene.

As the wet-Madonna stalks across the floor after the saucer of

milk, she is watched by the Dietrich Madonna {(who is seated on the-

couch), and by a silver framed photograph of Madonna that carrias
the natural wvocal. Clearly, wa are dealing not se much with the
*Artist as Double" theme, but with wvarying perceptions of the
fragmentation of the Madonna character. Is she slut, llberated
woman, or as much a prisoner of our perceptions as the singing

phote is within the confines of ite frame?

Towards the end of the video, the worker finds his way through to
Madonna's bedchamber. He bringe the cat with him, thus bringing a
facet of Madonna's personaliity back to her. Presumably a whole

woman again, the video ends happily with the twe lovers lost in
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each others clinches.

Thematically, Hadonna s presonted in the videeo as a woman with
extraordinary powers, thus JArtist as Deity. It iz her sepul-
chra.ly sweet s&inging tones thaet captivate the young hero when
heard through the public address system. Interesting to notz that
not all the workers react to the voice -~ only the ¢chosen one. This
has certain biblical parallels in that visions or religious mani.-
fogtations of whatovor form only appeared to a few, and not the
genaral populage. Madonna alse avinces the facility of being able
to change form - from female to animal and back again. Finally.
the wvideo finishes with Mudonna's ayes, in an omnipresent, un-
blinking gaze superimposed over the night sky above the metropo-
1is=, Like an omnipotent goddess, she watches from the heavens -

and penotrates our droanms,

Although the sohg 1s clearly about female emancipation, nothing
appears to consolidate this visually in the video. Howaever, true
to fcrm, Madonna has chasan to ‘express herself’™ in a sexual

and controversial fasghion.

The video's punchline ig deliverad in the form of a yuote:
“Withont the heart, there can be no understonding hetween the hand

and the mind". Intnllectuslly, ideclogically and inspirationally,

* "Thg provocation alafs you in the face and makes you take
notice, and the ambiguity thing makes you say, Well, is it
that or is it that? You are forced to have a discourse about
it in your mind." - Madonna
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I would argusa chat Madonna 13 speculating on the barrenezs of the
relationship between labour (the hand) and the owner/empluyer (the
mind} as personified by the worker and *"Goldfinger”. Without the
passion ({the heart)} of Jadonna, the video, like life, would be

nothing.

Madonna's follow-up, the captivating "Cherish", is a departure
froti her wvideo norm. With no sex, nt nudity, no zeliglion and no
colonr, the wvideo is far and away the "safeat" that Madonna has
ever dalivered. Shot on a beach, “Cherish" presents us with
Madonna and the mer-people. The fact that they are predominantly
mer-man (the only exception being a small mex-boy}, is the only
ned o0 Madonna's precccupation with the male sex. Thae little
mor-hboy is significant i1 only because he is the sole featured
youth performer sinre the toyboy scandal of "Open Your Heart”.
The diffexence beotween the two ls obvious: whersas the "Heart" boy
had a definite sexuval interest in Madonna (as evidenced by his
leering at the seml-nude photo's woutside the peap show), the

"Cherigh* child is steeped in innccence.

1f “Chexish" is to be read on a persenal level” (which I believe
that all the wvideoe to be culled from the “Like A Frayer® album
should bke) then it shows us an altogether more human Madonna, &
woman with strong maternal and nurturing instinets, 7The sweotness
and spontaneity of her inteyaction with the wmer-boy .s truly
delightful to witness,

* "I present my view of life in my work" - Madonna.
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Madonna’'s next wvidet opus received enormous critical acclaim, ar

even garnersad a 1991 Gramnmy nomination f£orxr Best MWusic Video
Shertform. The song, "0Oh Fathar", was not the bigeoest hit of
Malonna’s career, but did manaie to reach the Top 20. Sticiing
very cl.sely to the lyric of the gong, the video 1ls an autobio-
grapitical retelling of Madonna's early years after the death of
her natural mother. The time scale of the video iz set from its
elosing frames which show Madunna and her ageing father at the
grave of her mother. Thoe remainder of the video it a series of
flashbacks, daydreams and memory trases of Madonna ar a little

girl.

The video begins with a shot of a small girl (Madonna) in a snow-
filled field. Ap the camera sweeps downwards over the snow, the
field turns into an expanse of white pillows - Madonna lyaing in
bed, next to a young man (her father). The nearest thematic tool
we have in our armoury of theoretlc constructs of video analysis
i “he “Artist as Double", During the course of the video it
boconee apparent that the small child is Madonna, 'There is, for
instanee, a seene neaxr the end of the video where Madonna and her
againg fathex face up to sach other, yet the shadows they project
on the wall are thosa of tha little girl and the young fathex,
Interestingly enough, within the context of the video, tha
Madonna/girl character identification travels in a reverse direc-
tion. By this I mean that normally the theme is characterised by
two mani.estations of the artist - one as a performer, and the
other as a watchar/auwdience figure. The latter, removed fuom the

trappinge of the performer’s arena (the stage), contomplates the
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persona that the porformer has ¢ultivated and projects. 1In "0h
Father", the act of contemplation does not run from the innocent
te tha star, but vice vorsa: Madonna the star contemplates the way
gshe used to be as & child. 'The analogy between musicovideo and
dream, as discussed In an earlier chapter with referencae to Pat
Aufderheide’s work, finds a ful® expression in "0Oh Father™., In
this wvideo, “the protagonist is either a preschooler or is infan-
tilised ... And sets arxe expre s3sionalistically large or
small*3?, such as the huge door which the little girl struggles

to open.

Back in the bedreoom, the young father gets up . i, as he walks
past the adult Madonna, slaps her in the face. The video next
shows us the young favher and girl in the snow-filled graveyaxrd,
followed by othexr scencs of father and daughter, a mother {(hoth
alive and in her casket), snow and the cemetery. fThe rest of the
video prograsses with s=imilar themes and precccupations. We ses
the young father asleep on the couch in his vest with o whiskey
bottle at his side. Upon awakening, ho knocks it over; the liquox
streams aoress tho floorboaxd in & cascade of pearls that re-
inforee the violenco against NMadonna (the shet of her powdering
her facial bruise is intercut with a shot of pearls scattoring on
her dressing table). Madonna in the confessional (her words “ch
father* are both an invocation to her confossor, and an appeal to
her dad) is followed by 4 shot of the young father praying to a
wall crucifix, The themes of redemption, Iorgiveness and Catholie
guiit fall as porvasively and ar softly as the snowfl-kes in the

comatacy.
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It is very clear from *On Father* that Madonna has had a vexry
troubled relationship” with her father. Accupting the fact that
he drank and beecame violent and abusive, her little-girl love for
her Daddy became toxrtured and confused. The endless snow drifts
that tumble down pervade the video with zn icy coldness undis-
turbed by any human warmth between father and daughter, She is
perenntally shut out (viz. the ecene with the giant door). The
shot of Madonna in bed with hexr father hints of a dosire for a
consummation of her love as an ultimate expression of her neod to
be wanted and loved. Within the context of the daydream, Madonna
has turned "Oh Father" inte a brave and disturbingly personal

exorcism,

Madonna’s 7maxt video adventurs, "Vogua", continuce the hlack and
white clnematography of her two preceding clips, Taking its
format, wvisual =style and inspiration fxom its titla, "Vogus® is
one of Madonna‘s most watchable mualc~videns. Dance historians
will make raference ta the late eighties as the era of a new danca
trage, ‘voguing'., Derdiving lts namo from the influential fashion
magazine, the dance consists of a series of model-like poses to bLe
struck, reminigoent of theose seen 1in tho pages of Vogue. The
obJect of this dance is teo project oneself into the stylings of

the beautiful and glamorous, thereby assuming a different persona.

*  "Warren's [Beatty] point of view about all of this is that he
thinke I have to humiliate men publicly. That is is his
nverall simplification of what I do, that I am living out my
hatred of my father for leaving me for my stepmother afte my
wethe died. ¥hat is true, but it is too much of an overeime
plificatien, If that wore all I was doing, it would be a lot
less interesting” ~ Madonna
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Yogueing is an intensely selfish dance as thers is no necegsany

physical connection with ore's partner,

In Madonua‘s "Vague", there is no serivus narrative structure. In
kesping with the nature of ths dance, the video is composed of a
geries of vignettes (hommages), concisely structured flashes that
illustrate Madenna‘s transformation into the leading ladies of
Hollywood. The Hollywood aura of "Vogue” is as much a connotative
product of the phosphorescent monochrome styling of the cinematog-
raphy as it 1s of the nuances such as the Bushy-Barkely styled
feather fans covering the screen 4in the video’s fina)l moments.
Exorting tha listener to “Strike a posel”, Madonna invokes the
entire 1ist of Golden Age movie gueons from Garbe to Dietrich,
Hepburn, Monroe, Grace Xelly, Jean Harlow, Rita Hayworth, Lauren

Bagall, Gingor Rogers, Lana Turnor and Bette Davis. Madomna then
dops a series of very passable hommages. Framed by her own butter-
£ly hands, batting weary lashee at the adoring lens, she is Greta
Garbo in "Grand Hotel", 1scending a staircame in a black velvet
gown against dark trellice work, she ils Garbo as Queen Christina,
Taking the song's lyric "You're a superstay/ That's who you are®
to heart, Madoana veinforces the “Artist as Deity" theme by re-

incarnating the celluloid goddesses of a provicus generatlon.

Gus Silber, in an invisive article "Pop Go the Movies", saes
Madonna's rolea-playing in her videos am symptematic of a desire
for a much larger movie career. "Trouble is, pcoslo like Madonna
are rarxely satisfied with three minutes of aynchronlrned celluleid,
whora all thoy are really roquired to deo is pretend they’re
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sim ing whi‘e they pretend they're acting., People like Madonna
want the r- 1 thing, the whole picture, the captive audience and
the silver screen that is Jlarger +than life. 2nd so, at the
frenzied peak of their careers as pop stars and cultural icons,
people *ike Madonna become part-time movie starstS0, siiber
goes on %o discuss the failure of HMadonna‘’s film careex, but
neglects to offer an explanation therefore, apart from saying that
“"the charisma and sex appeal of an idol of the pop charte loses a
littla in +the <¢ranslation to the big sevoen" 8%, Thip ig, of
course, patently vuntrue, ags Madonna‘'s charisma and sex appeal is
actually enhanued and enlarged in its transition from the video
sereen. Richard GCorliss, referencing her *reinventive' faculty,
calls Madonna "a great performer....More than Julia Roberts ox
Meryl Streep, Madomna iz the modern movie star becauvse she s
ereated her own rolest boy toy, Marilyn Monrce avatar, Pentho
pinwup, sly feminist, gcandal magnet.... Despite soma fine screen
work, she has never guite made it in Hollywood, a failure of the
moguls, who haven’'t figurad out how to channel her chazisma" 82,
Hadonna's music-video success is based on a complete undorstanding
of the potential of the mediuwm, & medium which she has cannily and
comprehensively eoxpleoited by plugging inte a series of archetypes
and wmythologies. The oxtended structure of £ilm, and its
different parameters of plot and pating, have bean NMadeonna‘s
bigyest problem. IHer best movie near-misses are those roles which
most cleosely approximate those reprired in her videcs, namely
"Desperately Sesking Susan" (“Artist a1 Double™) and "Dick Tracy"
("Artist as Delty"},
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Madopna's mnext sortie in music-vidoo, and the last text we shall
be discussing, is “Justify My Love". Dacidedly Madonna’s most
controversial video yet, "Justify My Love" had the unigue distinc-
tion of being banned from MTV because of ita graphic sexual con-
tent. Aryington describes Madonna’s role as “an O-llke character
drifting through a hypnagogle sexscape worthy of Ieopold von
-sacher-Masoci.*63, whilst Cocks descritwe it as "sleek, fairly
harmless stuff 84, "Justify My Liovet, ehot at the Royal Monceau
Hotel &n Paris, has the high-gloss, Ffashion-magaine look of a
Helmut Newbtoa layout, Directed by video expert Jcean-Baptiste
Mending, the olip borrowe Iimagery from cinema sources as varions
as "The Night Poxter" and "the Blue Angel*, then spices the pro-
veedings with suggestions of bondage, voyeurlsm and multiple

couplings among various partners, and genders.

Rock oxitice suggest that Mondino has an uncanny knack for making
his images stand out in the leck-alike world of music-videos.
"The typical Mondino production is a rapidly paced pastiche of the
outlandish and the sexual“sﬁ, a spinning demimonde of street
toughs and tranesexual hussies. He blurs the camora to illustrate
delirium, =zooms in on strange faces, flashes from one scene te the
next, conveying a kinetic serse of urgency. In "Justify My Love®,
¥adonna simulates copulation with her real-life boyfriend, Tony
ward, only €0 have it slide into & love scene with another nman,
who turns out to be a woman. Mondino alse incorporates his own
imagist mascots, like the brief batklit silhouette of a black male
dancex xressembling the one whe appearet  in a recent video for

Reneh Cherzy.
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ks eteamy a8 the video purports to be; 1 personally find it fan
from arocusing., Madonna stylizes all the sensuality out of passion
anti} only the appearance remains., 3As "Justify My Love" coxompli-
fies, Madonna ritualises rather than embodies sexuality. oy this
I mean that Madonna is ge concerned with imitation (eg. hommages)
and so willing to acknowledge the essential artifice of her enter-
prise, that the =zeader is harxd-pressed to decipher whether the
eroticiem he sees is endemic to Madonna or merely to the role she‘
portrays. More =hocking to me than the purported couplings that
the videc shows, is Madonna's ruaction at the end of "Justify My
Love". Having given exapreeslon to a free range of sexcal fantasy,
ghe lopeu dewn the hotel corridor, rumpled and laughing, satisfied
and txJlumphant. I find it disturbing because 1 feel that this is
the zeal Madonna hrazenly enjoying herself and not some character
role being played. o be confronted with Madonna'se libide in such
an unapologetic fashion is to he confronted with the essence of

Madonna hersealf,

"Justify My love*®, like "t~ Father" before 1t, roprosent a guantum
leap in Madonna's video dovelopmont. Instead of creating a video
in the iImage of anothex (a3, Mor Madenna has hocoma an idol
+n her own right. Madonna has established her own iconography,
her own subgulture, her own distinctive language. In both these
twe wvideos, Madonnma plays herself., “She has now learned the coraft
of spinning autocinematic tapastries out of the yarn of her own
private anguieh“ss. No longex, I predict, will Madonna harp in
her videog on pre-episting themes and icons, nor will she neces

sarily bhe playing eclecxly defined xolea from Hollywood history.
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Madonna has created such a massive nysteria about her life and her
pra-pecupations, that she has created her own aiche on the parthe-
non of rgoddesses?t. We can now look forward to & host of wvider
imitators, all payirg hdmmage to scenes from Madonan clips, From
here onwards, Madonna wvideos will revolve around Madonna’s con-

cernst she has bacome the subtext of her own video literature.

Madonna is an exceptional case, certainly, but she proves to what
extent the power of music-video c¢an be harnessed. Also, she is
fortunate that hexr careex has lasted a decade « not all pop
carcers do - but, based on her pre-eminence in promo-video, I see
no end in sight for her. 1In a vaery real sense, Madonna is music-
video incarnate. NLike the process of reading vock-video, she iz a
study in the open slgn. The icon that we recognise as Madonna, 1s
gimply & receptacle for a variety of differeni characters, perso-
nalities and roles which Ms Cleccone chooses to adopt. We make
sense of these differing personas by assimilating the vaxrying
concepts expressed at the second-level of the signifying provess,
the level where aignifier and sfgnifiod fuse - and become "my:h".
As this thesis has attompted to show, the ’‘mythmaking’ potential
of musie~vidow iz ite most sallent charactexialtc, a process which
can ke lajd bare by scmiotic analysis. Yet, part of the act of
reading/decoding is dependent on a detceding posjition, and it is in
this sonse as wall, that zock-vidao {ag an index of the non-

excluaivity of decodinyg positions) is truly an open sign.
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