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To Paul Chrystie,
True Blue Madonna fan
—and the friend





This is a great and beautiful artist. She is superb.

—Jacques Chirac,
former Prime Minister of France




She gives us ideas. It’s really women’s lib, not being afraid of what guys think.

—seventeen-year-old fan




WHAT A TRAMP!

—New York Post headline




“I like your hair the new way.”

—John Updike
“The Alligators”
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Introduction:
Justifying My Love

by Adam Sexton


What is there to say about Madonna that her clothes, accessories, hairstyle, and historical references don’t already explain?

—J. Hoberman



[image: ] 1. Express Yourself

In the winter of 1987 I wrote my last published piece of rock and roll criticism, a Jonathan Richman review for a weekly newspaper located in Texas. When friends asked me how I could willingly forsake the free albums, the promo goodies, the press box perspectives and plus-ones that went with the gig, I told them it was simple: I’d run out of adjectives.

That wasn’t much of an exaggeration. I was plain tired of having an opinion on everything, especially the vast, decidedly second-rate bulk of mid-eighties major-label record releases (remember records?)—on which, frankly, I had no real opinion at all. Worse, the process of fabricating passion in situations where none existed had made me cynical about popular music in general, the very pop that once had sent me into raptures regarding its ability to surprise, its capacity to satisfy, and, ultimately, its (I believed) essential importance.

At the time, I was living in Hoboken, New Jersey, Frank Sinatra’s hometown and the world capital of jangly guitar bands, with my girlfriend, an architect. My girlfriend made things, and suddenly I wanted to make things too—instead of just passing judgment on the things others had made. I thought that doing so might, at the very least, serve as a kind of physical therapy for my rock-crit malaise. And so I decided to sum up my abortive career with a few concrete gestures, and thereby either find a way back in, renewed, or let go for good. I began planning my projects.

For starters, I figured I’d unwind an entire roll of Bounty, print a single modifier culled from an actual review of mine on each sheet, one of the very adjectives I’d used up—you know those rock reviewer adjectives: stunning, quirky, plodding, and the like—and roll it all up again. Then proudly, ironically, I’d hang the results over my desk.

What else? Well, rock and roll was about hero worship, so I’d build an altar to Bruce Springsteen in a corner of the living room. That’s more or less what I’d been doing in print anyway.

Finally, I was going to buy the latest issue of a mainstream skin magazine, Playboy or Penthouse, and then paste, over the models’ faces but making sure to leave the rest exposed, photos I’d clipped from Rolling Stone, Spin, and People.

Photos of Madonna.

[image: ] 2. You Tried to Criticize My Drive

Rock and roll has always been about sex—“rock and roll” means sex, for God’s sake—but especially after the advent in 1981 of MTV, much of rock and roll began to seem, to me at least, like pornography. Not community; not a voice for those who otherwise would have none (my ideals regarding the aforementioned significance of the form)—just an aggregate of two-dimensional images representing male fantasies of carnal and material desires satisfied: porn. And although she was far from the only practitioner of the burgeoning MTV ethic, Madonna seemed the most egregious at the time. Already there were stirrings to the effect that Madonna meant more than she appeared to, but I gave it a few seconds’ thought and decided that my interest in her, and probably most people’s, was primarily prurient.

I wasn’t alone in my essential disrespect for Madonna, either. The so-called Virgin Tour (Madonna’s first, logically) had been launched nearly two years earlier, in the spring of 1985. Apparently the show pleased Madonna’s fans, but it was received by at least one critic less than warmly. “The fact of the matter was,” wrote Robert Palmer,


that Madonna—backed by a competent but rather ordinary touring band—simply didn’t sing very well. Her intonation was atrocious; she sang sharp and she sang flat, and the combination of her unsure pitch and thin, quavery vocal timbre made the held notes at the end of her phrases sound like they were crawling off somewhere to die. In her higher range, she had a more attractive sound, with just a smattering of street-corner edginess to it. But this woman needs to see a good vocal coach before she attempts another tour.



Indeed, the nay-sayers were all but ubiquitous. Paul Grein of Billboard sniffed, “Cyndi Lauper will be around for a long time. Madonna will be out of business in six months. Her image has completely overshadowed her music.”

Greil Marcus was less censorious but still (so far) wide of the mark: “I don’t think Madonna, whom I like, has any particular interest in music,” he said in 1985. “She’s going to end up a big movie star. There’s nothing wrong with that.” Cult icon Morrissey, of Britain’s The Smiths, asserted that “Madonna is closer to organized prostitution than anything else.”

And to Mick Jagger, last seen in an Emilio Estevez vehicle entitled Freejack (available for rental at a video emporium near you), her records were characterized by “a central dumbness.” Barry Walters summed up the prevailing attitude (the epitome of which was Christopher Connelly’s Rolling Stone hatchet-job cover story) in the parodic opening paragraph of his own astute and complimentary Like a Virgin/Virgin Tour review: “MADONNA is a slut. Madonna IS a slut. Madonna is A slut. Madonna is a SLUT.”

Madonna’s fans, most of them teenage girls, didn’t care. At Radio City Music Hall, all 17,622 Virgin Tour tickets sold out in thirty-four minutes, a house record. And on May 27, 1985, Madonna, a virtual unknown two years before and still unheard of by many (see Russell Baker’s column reprinted herein), appeared on the cover of Time.

The profile inside was written with the glibness characteristic of the magazine, but it was surprisingly sympathetic (if a little patronizing) to Madonna, and almost before it began it had introduced a new term to the language:


Now then, parents, the important thing is to stay calm. You’ve seen Madonna wiggling on TV—right, she’s the pop-tart singer with the trashy outfits and the hi-there bellybutton. What is worse, your children have seen her.… The bright side of this phenomenon is that these Wanna Be’s (as in “We wanna be like Madonna!”) could be out somewhere stealing hubcaps. Instead, all of them … are saving up their babysitting money.



Having dubbed them Wanna Be’s, Time proceeded to interview a few. The responses—some of which are quoted in the John Fiske piece that follows—remain significant.

Madonna was most often compared in those days to fifties blond bombshells like Jayne Mansfield, Mamie Van Doren, and—ad nauseam—Marilyn Monroe. To photographer Francesco Scavullo, she was “Little Dietrich”! And Time, groping for a rationale for her youth appeal, proposed that


the neoconservative mood of the kid culture seems to be just right for an entertainer whose personality is an outrageous blend of Little Orphan Annie, Margaret Thatcher and Mae West.



A year later, after the first of dozens, it now seems, of startling shifts in appearance, Madonna would be matched with the gamines of 1950s and 1960s movies: Audrey Hepburn, Leslie Caron, and Jean Seberg—polar opposites of the era’s sex goddesses that Madonna had seemed to emulate at first. And since then the list has expanded to encompass Jean Harlow and Judy Holliday, Rita Hay worth in The Lady from Shanghai, and Elvis Presley (in Jim Jarmusch’s Mystery Train).

What’s most interesting about these analogies, I think, is not which actress, singer, despot, or cartoon character Madonna is being likened to but rather the theme of comparison itself. Is it merely a sign of our current, postmodern condition that Madonna hasn’t (until recently) been taken on her own terms?

Or does our culture need to pigeonhole women in order to (pretend to) understand them? Certainly American literature has featured a few heroines who ultimately are destroyed by the tragic inability of the men in their lives to classify them as something besides … well, virgins or whores: Temple Drake in Faulkner’s Sanctuary, for example, and Henry James’s Daisy Miller. (Interestingly, Madonna revealed in a recent interview that “Daisy” is tattooed on her ex-husband Sean Penn’s toe. She says it was Penn’s nickname for her—after Daisy Miller.) Inasmuch as Madonna messed, from the start, with our apparent need for such a dichotomy (being a woman named after the Virgin Mary who sang primarily about sex), maybe the best observers could do, in their frustration, was reach for, say, Monroe—a rather forced simile, after all. I mean, besides blond hair, a big chest, and the “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend” number that Madonna appropriated for her “Material Girl” video, what do the two have in common? (See Liz Smith herein.)

[image: ] 3. Music Can Be Such a Revelation

In his excellent New Republic essay included in Desperately Seeking Madonna, Luc Sante insists that Madonna is


a bad actress, a barely adequate singer, a graceless dancer, a boring interview subject, a workmanlike but uninspired (co-)songwriter, and a dynamo of hard work and ferocious ambition.



I would argue that “a dynamo of hard work and ferocious ambition” is hardly the burning indictment it seems meant to be. Madonna’s supporters would argue (and Madonna herself has done so, in Truth or Dare) that musicianship is beside the point anyhow.

And yet, Madonna’s oeuvre is characterized by some of the most sheerly satisfying popular music made during the past decade. Is “Borderline” not the sweetest song ever recorded about an orgasm? (“Into the Groove” is certainly the best song ever recorded about a vagina—and arguably Madonna’s best song ever, especially in its Shep Pettibone-remixed incarnation on the You Can Dance collection.) Or consider most of the Like a Virgin album, produced with an astonishing—and still underrated—combination of muscle and sweetness by Nile Rodgers.

How about “Papa Don’t Preach,” “Live to Tell,” and especially “Open Your Heart,” from True Blue? Not to mention Like a Prayer from start to finish. Its high points: the monumental mélange “Like a Prayer”; “Love Song,” a duet with Prince that is nothing if not existentially funky; and “Cherish,” especially notable for its compulsive allusiveness (thanks to James Hunter for this observation), its sophisticated use of enjambment and internal rhyme, and its equally sophisticated, though faux-naive, lyrics—lines like “Romeo and Juliet, / They never felt this way, I bet” are worthy of Cole Porter.

The rock writers who have unabashedly celebrated Madonna’s music per se are few and far between but one such is collected here: Robert Christgau writes of Madonna that “[c]elebrity is her true art” (more on that later), but he suggests that her music will last “long after her celebrity has become a bore, escaped her control, or both.”

And speaking of Madonna’s music, “Living to Tell: Madonna’s Resurrection of the Fleshly,” by Susan McClary, is probably the most radical piece in this anthology, suggesting that at least a couple of Madonna’s tunes are more than just catchy; indeed, McClary writes that they serve as models for a new kind of song altogether, free from the patriarchal elements that she says characterize nearly all Western music. “By thus creating songs that refuse to choose between identity and Other—that invoke and then reject this very schema of narrative organization—Madonna is engaged in rewriting some very fundamental levels of Western thought,” McClary claims—and quite convincingly so.

(Well, come to think of it, Mark Rowland’s “Musician of the Decade” is even more radical than that. After all, Musician magazine, where the piece first appeared, is the very Bible of male, adolescent, fusion-crazed MIDIheads and whammy-bar freaks.)

Significantly, co-writer/producer Patrick Leonard has credited the sound of her records, if not the substance, to Madonna herself—and not to her collaborators, whom many have presumed to be responsible.


[I]f you listen to what she says, it instantly becomes a “Madonna” record … no matter what producer she’s working with. She likes bells, and that’s a good call, because that kind of high-end information’s very important to the ear.… And she’s adamant about bass parts—that’s her key to the song. So put those two elements together with the voice in the middle, and you’ve got the spectrum covered.



Most critics continued to resist, at least until the release of Like a Prayer. Stephen Holden’s assessment (in response to True Blue) that “obviously, Madonna is still much more significant as a pop culture symbol than as a songwriter or singer” was typical. Yet on her Who’s That Girl Tour, which packed soccer stadia worldwide during 1987 while the eponymous Major Motion Picture was flopping in mall multiplexes across the land, Madonna proved herself not just an all-around buoyant presence but a tireless dancer and a completely competent singer—in short, the quintessential trouper. Perhaps a headline from that period best demonstrates her growing (albeit a little incredulous) respect among critics—“It’s True: Madonna Is Really Good.”

[image: ] 4. Step into the Spotlight

Shortly after the release of Desperately Seeking Susan, director Susan Seidelman told me, “It was easy working with her. She’s got a natural something-or-other. The camera likes her.” To Pauline Kael of The New Yorker, Madonna had “dumbfounding aplomb.” And David Edelstein, in The Village Voice, agreed:


Madonna has enormous authority. With her meaty little body, flared nostrils, and lewdly puckered lips, she’s imperiously trampy—just walking down the street she seems X-rated.



The movie in general and especially Madonna got (well-deserved) glowing reviews, which neither Madonna the actress nor Seidelman has equaled since. Not so Madonna’s sophomore effort (sophomore, that is, if you discount—and you should—the no-budget A Certain Sacrifice, shot in New York City prior to Madonna’s first record deal).

“The nicest thing about Shanghai Surprise,” wrote Janet Maslin of the film starring Madonna and husband Sean Penn, “… is that you can watch it in near-total privacy.” Maslin summed up the feelings of the handful who attended by pointing out that


just because something takes up two hours’ worth of screen time and offers well-known people the chance to dress cleverly and talk about stolen opium and jewels and secrets of the Orient, it isn’t necessarily a movie. We’d all be better off if that were more widely known.



Yet Barry Diller, chairman and CEO of Fox, has said that


Madonna is a movie star without a movie. She’s such a movie star, in fact, that I’d say she’s got a good ten years to find the right movie to prove it. You want to know why she’s such a movie star? Because she’s incapable of doing anything that’s not interesting. If she’s in a photograph, it’s interesting. If she sings a song, it’s interesting. Her videos—all interesting.…

She’s smart, too.



Although Madonna was admittedly “interesting” in Dick Tracy (her casting in which became a delightful joke just before the final credits rolled), it is only Truth or Dare, a kind of nineties Don’t Look Back, that fully exploits her talents on the big screen. As a result, Vincent Canby’s tribute reprinted in this book is the only full-length appreciation of her acting abilities I was able to locate (and even it neglects to mention Madonna’s finest screen turn to date, in the video for “Papa Don’t Preach”).

However, Madonna’s reviews for David Mamet’s Speed-the-Plow, in which she appeared during its 1988 Broadway run, ranged, for the most part, from positive to positively adulatory. John Simon was wrong when he objected that Madonna had merely been “cast for the hype and fans she attracts”; Mamet seemed almost to have written the part of Karen with her—or her reputation, at least—in mind:


FOX: “We”? “We” …? I know who he is, who are you? some broad from the Temporary Pool. A Tight Pussy wrapped around Ambition. That’s who you are, Pal.



Clive Barnes had reservations—


As for the cast of three, it is two-thirds perfect and one-third hopeful. Madonna tries hard in the Judy Holliday role, but sounds more as if she were auditioning than acting, and the audition is scarcely for the big-time. There is a genuine, reticent charm here, but it is not ready to light the lamps on Broadway



—but not so Frank Rich, the dread “Butcher of Broadway”:


Although her role is the smallest, Madonna is the axis on which the play turns—an enigma within an enigma.… It’s a relief to report that this rock star’s performance is safely removed from her own Hollywood persona. Madonna serves Mr. Mamet’s play much as she did in … Desperately Seeking Susan, with intelligent, scrupulously disciplined comic acting. She delivers the shocking transitions essential to the action and needs only more confidence to relax a bit and fully command her speaking voice.



“In a sense, Madonna has been a character actress all along,” David Ansen has suggested, “but instead of slipping in and out of movie roles, she has used music videos continually to reinvent her persona.” And who would dispute that the most influential moments, certainly, of Madonna’s career have been those recorded on videotape? In fact, E. Ann Kaplan writes in a piece reprinted here from her book Rocking Around the Clock that the aforementioned Mary Lambert-directed “Material Girl” video’s very structure contains contradiction, encourages confusion, and rejects Hollywood’s classical construction of female “subjects” as no more than objects of a male gaze. (It thus serves as the ideal companion piece to the McClary article.)

[image: ] 5. Experience Has Made Me Rich

Andy Warhol (who, incidentally, attended Madonna’s wedding) wrote that “Business Art is the step that comes after Art.” In “McRock: Pop As Commodity,” Mary Harron uses Bruce Springsteen as a foil in her discussion of Madonna’s image and how it is sold, an engaging example of the peculiarly British notions of “rock” and “pop” and how the two differ. But I wonder if she misses the point—the point being, perhaps (as illustrated herein by Matthew Schifrin and Peter Newcomb), that Madonna is very much in control of her own destiny in this realm and always has been. (A truism at this late date? Maybe. Still, I’m astonished at how many people have asked me, since I began compiling this collection, if her success wasn’t actually engineered by some man.) And in a move that was justified even as it was deeply cynical, Forbes featured her on its cover late in 1990, posing in a maribou-trimmed pink corset as “America’s Smartest Business Woman?” Madonna was ranked eighth by the magazine among top-earning entertainers (behind Cosby, Michael Jackson, the Rolling Stones, Spielberg, New Kids on the Block, Oprah Winfrey, and Stallone—and ahead of, among others, Schwarzenegger, Eddie Murphy, Jack Nicholson, and Stephen King), with an estimated two-year (1989–90) income of $62 million.

Despite her omnipresence on the nation’s newsstands, Madonna’s appearance on the front of Forbes (though she had denied the magazine not only an interview but access to any member of her retinue as well) seemed a kind of watershed. And at this point, what periodical has her face not graced? The National Review? MAD? (Sorry—both succumbed post-Truth or Dare.) Okay: Sports Illustrated. But surely things are getting out of hand; an author can’t even write a book-length essay on the writer he’s obsessed by without mentioning Madonna’s name and his hero’s reaction to her music! (See Nicholson Baker’s contribution to Desperately Seeking Madonna.) Well, in the words of co-writer/producer Stephen Bray, “she was always like this. She wanted attention—now it’s her job.”

[image: ] 6. It Makes No Difference
If You’re Black or White,
If You’re a Boy or a Girl

To Boston University president John Silber, Madonna “has no more right to set [an example] for our kids than Adolf Hitler did or than Saddam Hussein does.” Performance artist Karen Finley, on the other hand, has averred that “all women should be as Madonna as possible.”

If Madonna’s multipronged assault on our culture can be characterized as being “about” a single issue, that issue (as put forth so convincingly here by Lynne Layton, clinical psychologist and lecturer in the women’s studies department at Harvard) is identity. Madonna’s motto might be Norman Mailer’s assertion that “Any lady who chooses to become a blonde is truly blonde.” More important, it is the motto of many of her followers.

Thus, in “Primadonna,” Joyce Millman places Madonna within the tradition of sixties girl groups, who spoke not just to but for their teenage female fans. John Fiske, writing from the point of view of British cultural studies (that’s ethnography plus semiotics), goes even further, positing Madonna as a bona-fide empoweress of her constituents. “In fact,” Nell Bernstein has agreed,


Madonnaism is ultimately less about the star than about the fan. The idea is not simply to look at Madonna, but also to look at yourself looking at Madonna.



For a look at a fan looking at herself, etc., vide “Madonna and Me” by fiction writer/personal essayist Elizabeth Tippens.

By contrast, John Simon’s Truth or Dare review starts with an assault on Madonna’s looks (“natural endowments had little to do with any of [her success]”) and moves on to what is perhaps an unwitting admission, ostensibly regarding Madonna’s papa: “The old-style patriarch is putty in the hands of the revisionist goddess.” For Simon’s colleague Joseph Sobran, “Madonna offers something new under the sun: vicarious self-absorption.” He’s got a point. Truth or Dare struck many viewers, including this one, as some kind of bleating black (-and-white) hole, sucking nearly everything into it and giving back only a blinding headache. (And for once, Madonna’s patented Best Defense Is a Good Offense strategy wasn’t sufficient to preempt effective attack; I especially recommend Julie Brown’s delicious, vicious Showtime special, Medusa: Dare to Be Different.) “Real love,” Sobran writes, “is like art: it demands the subordination of the ego.” Ultimately his essay becomes a critique of masturbation, which Sobran warns leads to “moral blindness.” Hm.

Yet, as J. Hoberman has pointed out, “To criticize Madonna for her narcissism is to complain that water is wet.” Freud wrote in “On Narcissism” that


One person’s narcissism has the greatest attraction for those others who have renounced part of their own narcissism and are seeking after object-love; the charm of a child lies in his narcissism … as does the charm of certain animals … such as cats.… It is as if we envied their power of retaining a blissful state of mind.



It is just this dynamic that many of Madonna’s followers seem to crave—and that her detractors so vigorously resist. Indeed, only a process so primal could yield the passions for and against her that Madonna has always aroused. Contributor Tom Ward, for example, discovered “perfectly whorish sentiments” on Like a Virgin (and as a result, much of his newspaper’s staff signed a letter protesting his review).

Dave Marsh highlights here what he sees as the sexism implicit in much early Madonna criticism (Ward’s, for example, to which he alludes). And it is true that a new kind of feminist (and Sexual Personae author Camille Paglia, a new kind of new kind of feminist) has embraced Madonna, mole and all.

But The Progressive’s Ruth Conniff begs to differ: “Surely, even in our ‘post-feminist age,’ we can do better than this,” she laments in “Politics in a Post-Feminist Age.” “We need a better role model than Madonna. We need a sense that we can do something more productive for society than getting and spending.” Kathleen Talvacchia of Christianity and Crisis acknowledges Madonna’s status as icon to the disenfranchised but points out that “wealth, fame, heterosexuality and whiteness shield Madonna from the threats marginalization brings”—a theme that bell hooks, author of Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics, treats at length in her article, “madonna: plantation mistress or soul sister?” original to this book.

Ellen Goodman seems most disturbed, in her Nightline-inspired column reproduced here, by the swirling mess of contradictions that is Madonna, but Don Shewey has offered an explanation:


Madonna’s attention span and her ability to withstand barrages of computer-age information make her uniquely unafraid of contradiction. In fact, in true postmodern fashion, she is drawn to complexity, contradiction, and ambiguity over harmony, clarity, and simplicity. And she embraces a fragmented wardrobe of personas (Bitch, Little Girl, Vulnerable Love-Seeker) rather than a false, integrated personality.



Madonna does embrace such a wardrobe. Why then, do so many continue to insist upon seeing her in but a single costume? James Russell Lowell wrote, “The idol is the measure of the worshipper,” and clearly, what each of us thinks of Madonna says as much about us as about her.

In Lucy Hughes-Hallett’s Cleopatra: Histories, Dreams and Distortions, the author writes that even while she lived, Cleopatra was obscured by what we might now call point-of-view. To her enemies, the Romans, she was a paragon of depravity, the embodiment of Otherness. To her Egyptian subjects, at the mercy of her sophisticated PR machine, Cleopatra was very literally a goddess and also a national liberator. And since her death, Hughes-Hallett writes, each successive era has “imagined” Cleopatra to be something different. (To Chaucer, for instance, she was “Cleopatra the Martyr,” a model of female virtue.)

Were the ancients less threatened than contemporary Americans by apparent contradiction? Cleopatra was iconographically associated with the goddess Isis, and Isis in turn was associated with Aphrodite, who personified sexual love. According to Hughes-Hallet, the Roman writer Juvenal called Isis “a bawd,” and, in fact, the shrine of Isis in Pompeii is located adjacent to a whorehouse. An early Christian writer claimed that Isis herself had worked for ten years as a prostitute in the city of Tyre.

But Isis was also addressed as “the Great Virgin”; indeed, Hughes-Hallet argues that Isis served as the model for the Virgin Mary, inasmuch as she conceived her son Horus immaculately and was often depicted feeding the infant with the milk of life. Perhaps it was this head-spinning hodgepodge of identities that yielded the vast popularity of the cult of Isis in Rome at about the time of Julius Caesar. Interestingly, the core of the goddess’s followers consisted of the disenfranchised: slaves, immigrants from the East—and upper-class Roman women. Propertius wrote of being ejected from his lover’s bed for ten nights while she kept a vigil on behalf of Isis. And the ever-satirical Juvenal wrote of the average Roman matron,


If some Egyptian goddess instructs her to make a pilgrimage to the Nile, she’ll leave at once, follow the river to its source, and return with a phial of sacred water to sprinkle on the temple. She actually believes that Isis speaks to her!



No, I’m not saying Madonna is a full-blown avatar of an ancient Egyptian goddess. Just that the two might speak to the same needs—answer, in a sense, the same prayers.

[image: ] 7.1 Know Where Beauty Lives

Talvacchia writes that Madonna has made “being able to shock, tease, and fascinate [her] fans with a constant stream of acts designed to keep [her] in the public eye” into “her art form.” On this matter, Sante appears to agree: “while she had a small talent as a pop singer, as an image strategist she possessed something approaching genius.” And musicologist McClary suggests,


It may be that Madonna is best understood as head of a corporation that produces images of her self-representation, rather than as the spontaneous, “authentic” artist of rock mythology.



“[H]ead of a corporation that produces images … rather than … the spontaneous ‘authentic’ artist”: more than Marilyn Monroe, more than Elvis or the Beatles or Michael Jackson, Madonna resembles Andy Warhol. For Madonna is, most of all, a canny manipulator of images and of public opinion—just like Warhol. They say she can’t sing, act; they said he couldn’t draw. She is “accused,” essentially, of collaborating in the creation of her work, and so was he. Both represent an embodiment of the Puritan-American work ethic so complete that it seems a perversion. (“Business Art is the step that comes after Art.”)

Madonna may be, in fact, the ultimate conceptual artist. And like a kind of Chris Burden for the masses, Madonna defaces her own work on an almost daily basis. I’m not talking about just The Hair, either. Much was made of the sheer ugliness of the Blond Ambition costumes, makeup, and yes, that ’do. I’m convinced that that ugliness was intentional. For this is a performer who in 1987, back when she was still playing the consummate trouper, trashed her own hits, her greatest hits, onstage before thousands: examine the Ciao, Italia video if you want to see Madonna, in cat glasses and Carmen Miranda-tribute headgear (and Cyndi Lauper’s voice), massacre “Dress You Up,” “Material Girl,” and “Like a Virgin” all in a row, coming out the other side (and out of her dopey getup) just in time to save The Four Tops’ “I Can’t Help Myself.”

It doesn’t get much more conceptual than that.

[image: ] 8. Causing a Commotion

I’m not a Madonna fan, not the way I’m a Prince fan, a Bruce Springsteen fan—or a Frederick Barthelme or Jonathan Demme fan, for that matter. By that I mean that, although I’m generally interested in what she does, I don’t wait breathlessly for her to do it. Anyway, I agree with Merrill Markoe, who writes, “I keep trying to like her, but she keeps pissing me off.”

Madonna has been pissing people off since she entered the public eye (maybe even longer). During the summer of 1985, nude photos taken by three photographers shortly after her arrival in New York City appeared in Penthouse and Playboy, prompting the classic New York Post headline MADONNA: I’M NOT ASHAMED—and prompting Penthouse publisher Bob Guccione’s curious criticism, “She wasn’t well-groomed, there was lots of hair on her arms and hair sticking out of her armpits.”

This incident was followed about a year later by what remains the quintessential Madonna scandal (at least to date). “Papa Don’t Preach,” written by Brian Elliot and sent to Madonna (who “contributed a couple of minor lyrical revisions”) by Michael Ostin, the Warner Bros. executive who had unearthed “Like a Virgin,” was released as a single in mid-1986, and the song was promoted by a melodramatic yet affecting video in which Madonna shakes her stuff like a Jell-O mold but also does some fine acting on an admittedly small scale.

The “Papa Don’t Preach” debate, occasioned by an achingly, breathtakingly defiant reading of the line “I’ve made up my mind: I’m keeping my baby,” made for strange bedfellows. Alfred Moran, executive director of Planned Parenthood of New York City, was outraged:


the message is that getting pregnant is cool and having the baby is the right thing and a good thing and don’t listen to your parents, the school, anybody who tells you otherwise—don’t preach to me, papa. The reality is that what Madonna is suggesting to teenagers is a path to permanent poverty.



Moran told The New York Times that his agency’s clinics had been filled for a year with Wanna Bes, and he feared her influence over teenage girls:


Everybody I’ve talked to believes she has more impact on teenagers than any other entertainer since the Beatles. That’s what makes this particular song so destructive.



The New York chapter sent what it called a “critical memo” to radio and TV stations advising them to “think carefully about playing this song to young audiences.” Planned Parenthood also asked Warner Bros. to donate twenty-five percent of the song’s earnings to programs promoting responsible sexual behavior.

Ironically, the same Tipper Gore who only a year before had placed Madonna’s “Dress You Up” on her top ten list of dangerous pop songs (more because of its anticapitalist bias than anything else, I would suggest) came out with this statement:


To me, the song speaks to a serious subject with a sense of urgency and sensitivity in both the lyrics and Madonna’s rendition. It also speaks to the fact that there’s got to be more support and more communication in families about this problem, and anything that fosters that I applaud.



As for the performer herself, Madonna refused to comment on the song’s use as an antiabortion anthem. Liz Rosenberg, her publicist, passed along the following noninformation: “She’s singing a song, not taking a stand. Her philosophy is ‘People can think what they want to think.’ ”

Perhaps this was what Greil Marcus had in mind when he said recently that


Madonna is one popular artist who clearly believes she’s subversive and means to be subversive and is constantly trying to find new ways to be more subversive. Her goal, I would think, is to do things that will sooner or later make you very uncomfortable and me very uncomfortable, even though as we sit here today we could both agree that we are the two biggest Madonna fans in the world.… She wants to come up with something that is going to challenge everybody’s view of the way things ought to be—and she’s pretty good at it.



J. Hoberman agrees: “Part of her role is to test the limits of permissible representation,” he has written of Madonna, and she certainly played that role to the hilt during the spring of 1989 in her dealings with Pepsi-Cola. (See Richard Morgan’s ADWEEK response herein.) The controversy was inspired by a “Like a Prayer” video that was probably the most brazen melding of the sacred and the sexual since John Donne’s “Holy Sonnet 14,” but that didn’t make the clip less than legitimate to Desperately Seeking Madonna contributor Andrew Greeley: “This is blasphemy? Only for the prurient and the sick who come to the video determined to read their own twisted sexual hangups into it.” Amen.

The Pepsi brouhaha had been preceded by the Sandra Bernhard “scandal” (see Gay Community News reporter Deb Schwartz’s piece on this) and the stir over Sean Penn; it was followed by Nike-gate—and by more video mischief. The “Like a Prayer” clip was succeeded by the release of the lyrically muddled but nonetheless irresistible disco anthem “Express Yourself” and its accompanying video, a big-budget, Metropolis (and perhaps 5000 Fingers of Dr. T)–inspired affair directed by David Fincher (responsible for Paula Abdul’s awesome “Straight Up” spot) and choreographed by avant-garde dancer Karole Armitage. Not surprisingly, Madonna’s rubbery dress, the heavy-gauge chain around her neck, and her appropriation of Michael Jackson’s stylized crotch-grab (Marjorie Garber’s Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety has much to say on this topic) were more commented upon than the clip’s pronounced Marxist sensibility or even its blatant homoeroticism.

“Express Yourself” wasn’t the last Madonna clip to cause a commotion, either; Herb Ritts’s “Cherish” was a riot of taboo-toppling and genuine kink (if you wanted it to be—vide Schwartz again), and Fincher’s “Oh Father” dared to quote, and quote, and quote some more from Citizen Kane. And speaking of appropriation, “Vogue” (again directed by Fincher) was criticized not because it resurrected a played-out gay fad without acknowledging voguing’s source, but because the video’s images themselves were ripoffs. Photographer Horst P. Horst, eighty-three at the time, was furious that the song’s promo clip utilized ten of his signature images (including the classic 1939 “Mainbocher Corset”), saying he had never given Madonna permission for their use and complaining that he received no credit for inspiring the video’s look. Richard Tardiff, Horst’s manager, admitted of Madonna that


You can’t fault her taste. But the video should have been called “Hommage to Horst.” We just wish we could have worked something out beforehand—like doing an original photograph of her in the nude.



Madonna’s spokeswoman was uncharacteristically apologetic: “She’s a great admirer of Horst. We didn’t mean to upset him.” Silky black and white, “Vogue” was choreographed by Armitage, and it featured a shot in which Madonna’s breasts were plainly visible through a black net top. The video immediately became an MTV staple.

In a by-then predictably sly career move, Madonna next created a Public Service Announcement for television—a sixty-second message in which two flag-waving chorus boys in tight shorts and army boots pretended to spank her. (Ostensibly, they were illustrating the spot’s tag line: “And if you don’t vote, you’re going to get a spankie.”)

The commercial, shot just prior to Election Day 1990, was part of the so-called “Rock the Vote” campaign by the recording industry to inspire eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds to vote and to oppose obscenity prosecutions directed at record companies. And Madonna’s PSA was a stroke of genius: it further flogged “Vogue,” the ad’s backing track; it attempted to resuscitate interest in “Hanky Panky,” a song about sexual spanking off the essentially unlistenable I’m Breathless album; it strengthened Madonna’s ties to the increasingly hip anticensorship crusade; and, of course, it put her at the center of another minicontroversy.

Some viewers objected to Madonna’s use, in the video, of the American flag as a poncho. Steve Vanbuskirt, a Veterans of Foreign Wars spokesman, summed things up on behalf of the group, saying, “We have a strong stand against the desecration of the flag. This borders on desecration.”

Liz Rosenberg replied,


That was certainly not Madonna’s intention at all. My sense is that wrapping the American flag around her is not insulting. It is essential that people should vote. She’s trying to get that message across in a humorous, dramatic way. But she’s very serious about the issue.



So serious, in fact, that Madonna rapped the following lines while wrapped in Old Glory:


Abe Lincoln, Jefferson Tom,

They didn’t need the atomic bomb.

We need beauty, we need art,

We need a government with heart.

Don’t give up your freedom of speech,

Power to the people is in our reach.…

Dr. King, Malcolm X,

Freedom of speech is as good as sex.



Next came the notorious “Justify My Love” video. This one ripped off Liliana Cavani’s The Night Porter and depicted nudity, homosexuality, group sex, transvestitism, voyeurism—pretty much all the isms, in fact. The appearance of the MTV-banned clip and a Madonna interview on ABC’s Nightline (the text of which appears in this book) yielded that program’s second-highest ratings, inferior only to those garnered by Tammy Faye Bakker’s appearance on the show. The following spring, Truth or Dare hit the fans.

Oh, and some guy complained that her hedges were too high.

There are those who argue that what Madonna is doing, though it may be controversial, is hardly radical. Jon Pareles wrote of the Blond Ambition Tour, for example, that “If Blond Ambition were a TV variety show, Madonna might be testing taboos, but she is hardly breaking new ground in rock theatrics.” Too, her “legitimacy” continues to burgeon (with the likes of an Architectural Digest cover story becoming ever more common), although this hasn’t done much to stem the tide of tab headlines like “Gutsy Madonna: ‘I’ll sleep with Saddam to save our hostages’.” Perhaps the point is that, unlike Madonna, those who are most boldly testing the limits remain unknown—unheard of, for the most part, with the exception of the occasional Robert Mapplethorpe or Salman Rushdie—by the great majority of our society.

[image: ] 9. Open Your Heart


Being a freelance explorer of spiritual dangers, the artist gains a certain license to behave differently from other people; matching the singularity of his vocation, he may be decked out with a suitably eccentric lifestyle, or he may not. His job is inventing trophies of his experiences—objects and gestures that fascinate and enthrall, not merely (as prescribed by older notions of the artist) edify or entertain. His principal means of fascinating is to advance one step further in the dialectic of outrage. He seeks to make his work repulsive, obscure, inaccessible; in short, to give what is, or seems to be, not wanted. But however fierce may be the outrages the artist perpetrates upon his audience, his credentials and spiritual authority depend on the audience’s sense (whether something known or inferred) of the outrages he commits upon himself.

—Susan Sontag



Sound familiar? Well, maybe not the “obscure” and “inaccessible” part. And that is what might make Madonna, if not plainly better, at least more significant than, for example, Warhol. She’s arguably the most famous woman on the planet—and certainly the most famous living artist, if you’ll grant her that.

Of course, there are so many who just won’t. Mass culture still gets short shrift in our society—especially when that mass culture started out as Disco, more or less. (An aside: Someone pointed out to me recently that a collection like this, with about fifty voices clamoring over the same pop star, demonstrates something not only about that pop star, but about the multitude of uses to which mass culture can often be put.)

Still, you’d think doubters would admit by now that she’s—well, important, at least. I’ve collected scores of responses to Madonna for inclusion here, yet no two express precisely the same point of view. Meanwhile, this woman is still in her mid-thirties; who knows what outrages, and what reactions to them, lie over the horizon? The J. Hoberman epigraph at the start of this chapter notwithstanding, it seems there will always be more to say about Madonna, and in this sense she is indeed like Marilyn—or, better yet, the JFK assassination. (Don’t get any ideas, Oliver Stone.)

And still I keep hearing from People You’d Think Would Know Better that: “She’s utterly without talent, and not only that she’s not even pretty in my opinion.” Or, after all these years, “She’s a slut.”

Well, if it’s just about sex, as I too once believed, then why do Madonna’s core constituencies comprise adolescent girls and gay men—precisely the groups you’d assume to be most immune to her sexual allure? (In fact, at least one observer has noted that Truth or Dare’s publicity was specially encoded to target a gay audience.) And why isn’t a more obvious hetero object—Paula Abdul, or Vanessa Williams, or even LaToya Jackson—ruling the world? Maybe Nell Bernstein put it best in writing that “she has established herself as a sexual subject, not a sex object, and that, her admirers say, makes all the difference.” Gina Arnold perhaps went overboard when she stated that “if you’re a really smart guy you shouldn’t like Madonna much more than smart women like Andrew Dice Clay,” but her point is well taken. Anecdotally speaking, at least, I don’t know a whole lot of straight, male Madonnaphiles. “[W]hen it comes to the process of deliberately titillating men,” Arnold continued in her review of the Blond Ambition Tour,


she might as well have just put her thumbs in her ears, flapped her fingers and yelled “neener neener neener” at every single person who went to the show with the idea, however subconscious, of ogling her bod.



[image: ] 10. Who’s That Girl

By the time I left Hoboken in the autumn of 1987, I wasn’t so sure anymore that Madonna was porn. I had seen her perform live at Veterans Stadium in Philadelphia and come away impressed. I’d watched Who’s That Girl, the movie, and enjoyed it.

Not to mention that Madonna already had inspired an entire radio format in her own image, as noted at the time by Jon Pareles. It was called “Hot” radio in New York City, where it appeared as WQHT 103.5 FM, and “Hot” or “Power” radio elsewhere, and the format was characterized by electronic drums and keyboards, ersatz Latin percussion, and girlish vocals by the likes of Jody Watley, Stacy Q, Lisa Lisa, the Cover Girls, Miami Sound Machine, and others. Between September and December 1986, ’QHT ranked as high as number two in New York during the day among twelve- to seventeen-year-olds. A “Hot” chart was duly added to the pages of Billboard magazine.

That final Hoboken summer, I’d walk down the street on my way to the PATH train, or to the neighborhood pouleria for eggs, and I’d hear Madonna singing the film’s theme song from some Latina girl’s bedroom boom-box: a few words in Spanish, then the phrase “Who’s That Girl.” Then more Spanish, and again “Who’s That Girl.”

Controversial. Canny. Contradictory. Chameleonlike.…

Maybe I didn’t run out of adjectives after all.
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