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FOREWORD

The history of popular culture is punctuated with dates when major artistic movements sprang up or schools of thought were born that exhorted their exponents to reinvent themselves, thus marking their art and their discipline for eternity. At certain periods there have even been cultural revolutions that have passed down to posterity. Pop music is no exception, for its history is itself punctuated by certain pivotal years. Especially worthy of mention are 1969, which saw the Flower Power movement both reach its height at the Woodstock festival and meet its brutal end at the Altamont one; 1984, when fashionable American artists released some of their greatest albums; or 1991, which saw rock rise from the ashes to give the entire world a flood of albums, each more cult than the last. The year 1958 was one of those when the world order of music changed for ever, for it saw the birth of the 20th century’s biggest pop stars in the space of a few months: Prince on 7 June and Michael Jackson on 29 August. While these two artists would have an undeniable impact on international popular culture, the year of their birth was also that of their friend and rival, with whom for years they would have to share the top place in the world’s charts: Madonna.

Visionary, courageous, creative, insatiable … there has been no shortage of adjectives applied to Madonna. Add to that list her loyalty in friendship, her permanent artistic awareness, and her fiery temperament, and you have an artist who has spanned the ages the way Concorde crossed the Atlantic Ocean: with an ease that made her rival stars tremble.

One thing is certain: there is only one queen, and it’s Madonna.
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Madonna in London, 2005.


THE COMING OF MADONNA THE QUEEN

Born 16 August 1958 at the Mercy Hospital in Bay City, Michigan, Madonna Louise Ciccone took her first steps around 90 miles (145km) from there, in the city of Pontiac. Situated in the northern suburbs of Detroit, Pontiac was then famous for being home to a part of the American car industry—the General Motors factory, economic powerhouse of the region and the city’s main employer. Madonna’s father, Silvio Anthony “Tony” Ciccone, the son of Italian immigrants who had settled in Pennsylvania, escaped the fate of becoming a metalworker by being admitted to the prestigious Geneva College in Beaver Falls, where he graduated with a diploma in physics. After serving in the U.S. Air Force, Silvio Ciccone joined Chrysler’s defense division, where he worked on the design of the famous M1 Abrams tank, the jewel in the crown of American weaponry, before pursuing a brilliant career as an optical engineer at General Dynamics, working on the development of ballistic missiles. In 1951 he met 18-year-old Madonna Louise Fortin, who was descended from a family of French Canadians who had settled in the United States in the 1880s. Brought together by their faith in God, the two young Americans were married in 1955, and settled in Pontiac, in a single-story house at 443 Thors Street. There, between 1956 and 1962, they had their six children: Anthony, Martin, Madonna, Paula, Christopher, and Melanie.

A Catholic education

As the eldest daughter, Madonna was given her mother’s first name, which would bear witness all her life to her parents’ Catholic fervor, and is a word which, in art, denotes a representation of the Virgin Mary. Deeply devout, the Ciccone family made it a point of honor to practice their faith in a traditional and rigorous manner, as the singer testified once she was an adult: “I went to a Catholic school and my father was very strict and a disciplinarian—we’d have to go to church every morning before we went to school. When we got home we’d get changed, do our chores, do our homework, and eat supper. I wasn’t even allowed to watch television until I was into my teens.”1 Even though religious observance played a major part in the family, during Madonna’s early years it was accompanied by the Ciccone parents’ kindliness towards their children. Years later, Madonna would remember her father’s strength and integrity—even though she didn’t agree with all his values, she described him as a role model. Within the family, love reigned supreme, and the children benefited from their mother’s reassuring presence. “I think my parents pissed a lot of people off because they had so many kids and they never screamed at us,” Madonna recalled. Their response to bad behavior, even when her brothers did such things as lighting fires in the basement, was just to “hug us and put their arms around us and talk to us quietly.”2
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A 1978 photograph taken by Michael McDonnell.
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Madonna Louise Ciccone as a child in the early 1960s, shortly before her mother’s death.



The arrival of Joan Gustafson

The peace that reigned in the family came to an abrupt end in 1961, when Mrs Ciccone was diagnosed with breast cancer. She was deeply affected physically, and soon became unable to look after her children. It pained her that she could not shower them with the affection she had formerly shown at every moment. She sometimes tried to get a little rest on the living-room sofa—at the risk of arousing the anger of little Madonna, who couldn’t understand why her mother was no longer the playful person she used to be. “I remember climbing on her back and saying, ‘Play with me, play with me,’ and she wouldn’t. She couldn’t and she started crying and I got really angry with her and I remember, like, pounding her back with my fist and saying, ‘Why are you doing this?’ Then I realized she was crying.”2 The older Madonna’s health started deteriorating rapidly a few months after Melanie was born in June 1962; she was admitted to Pontiac State Hospital, where she spent many long months before dying there on 1 December 1963. The loss of their mother left a lasting scar on the Ciccone children, whose father separated them and placed them with friends or relatives, to give him time to reorganize the household. Completely taken over by his work and plunged into almost total silence, Silvio then set out to find a governess who could be responsible for running the household and to allow the children to be reunited at home. Given how unruly the siblings were, there was for some time a procession of candidates, until the arrival of one Joan Gustafson, aged 21, who promptly earned her stripes as manager of the household. She became Silvio’s second wife in April 1966.

Madonna, a modern-day Cinderella

Life at 443 Thors Street often meant that Madonna, the eldest of the sisters, was assigned all sorts of chores and household tasks. The children had little time to themselves, as their father refused to see them unoccupied. “My father didn’t like us having idle time on our hands,” Madonna recalled later. “If we didn’t have homework he’d find us something to do around the house—he was very adamant about us being productive.”1 Little Nonny, as Madonna’s father had nicknamed her, was soon given piano lessons, an artistic pursuit she found of little interest. “I studied piano for a year but I quit. Actually my teacher made me quit because I never went to lessons. I used to hide in a ditch,” she recalled years later.3 Busy with her many activities, Madonna grew up under the authority of her stepmother, Joan, who tried to keep a certain equilibrium in the household, which was soon complemented by the arrival of two more children, from her marriage to Silvio: Jennifer in 1968 and Mario in 1969. From then on, Madonna, who was entering adolescence but was already overwhelmed by domestic pressures, dreamed of escaping from her plight. “I was the oldest girl so I had a lot of adult responsibilities,” she said in 1985. “I feel like all my adolescence was spent taking care of babies and changing diapers and baby-sitting. I have to say I resented it…I really saw myself as the quintessential Cinderella. You know, I have this stepmother and I have all this work to do and it’s awful and I never go out and I don’t have pretty dresses.”2
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Madonna in the 1975 yearbook at Adams High School, Rochester, Michigan.



From Pontiac to Rochester Hills

In 1969 the Ciccones left their home in Thors Street and moved to Rochester Hills, an affluent small town east of Pontiac. Although the house was bigger and offered everyone more personal space, the neighborhood’s residents, who were predominantly white, hardly suited Madonna, who had grown up in the heart of a community that was truly socially diverse. Having developed among humble people who had passed on to her a street vibe and certain values to which she was attached despite her youth, Madonna, who enrolled in the town’s West Junior High School in September 1970, saw her relationship with authority, including religious authority, called into question. Constraints and guilt as the principal foundations of her faith didn’t suit her anymore. The reading of religious texts in which sex was synonymous with sin and women the source of that transgression had the effect of alienating Madonna from the devout upbringing imposed by her family. Adolescence, and the turmoil of feelings that accompanies it, compounded this rejection of her Catholic education and plunged her into a state of rebellion, especially at school, where she felt different and sidelined, especially by boys her age. “Those boys didn’t understand me,” she declared in 1985, “and they didn’t like me because I wasn’t stupid, and I was blunt and opinionated.”4 In the family home the situation was no more peaceful, for Madonna now openly defied her stepmother, who was far too authoritarian for her taste. Joan, who made a point of making dresses for her three stepdaughters and her own daughter, Jennifer, using patterns from the sewing magazine McCall’s, was therefore the first to feel the force of Madonna’s openly rebellious spirit. “My stepmother slapped me a lot, and she gave me a bloody nose once. I was thrilled about it because my nose bled all over an outfit that she made me for Easter. I really hated it, and I didn’t want to wear it to church.”5
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Michael Jackson in 1972. A teenage Madonna was a great admirer.
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Motown Sound, and in particular Diana Ross and The Supremes, were the soundtrack to Madonna’s early years as a singer.

A rebellious adolescence

In conflict with Joan, questioning her Catholic education, and isolated at school, Madonna would find her salvation in art. Music, first and foremost, took a central place in her teenage world. In Pontiac the African-American community was deeply rooted. In the early 1960s it celebrated the coronation of King Berry Gordy, a producer who in 1959 had founded the Motown label in Detroit (the name was a contraction of Motor Town, the car-manufacturing city’s nickname). This made Detroit the epicenter of soul and R&B music, and the small record label’s songs were well known to Madonna and her girlfriends. “I grew up in a black neighborhood and I wanted to be a black girl,” she said in 1983. “[…] All the black girls in my neighborhood had these dances in their yard where they had these little turntables with 45 records and they would play all this Motown stuff and they would dance, just dance, all of them dancing together and none of the white kids I knew would ever do that. They were really boring and stiff.”6 It was in the hits of Marvin Gaye, Diana Ross and the Supremes, Stevie Wonder, and above all the Jackson 5 that Madonna discovered her taste for soul music. This was soon complemented by her attraction to pop and hit singles by The Box Tops (The Letter, 1967), The Turtles (Happy Together, 1967), Strawberry Alarm Clock (Incense and Peppermints, 1967), Gary Puckett & The Union Gap (Young Girl, 1968), Manfred Mann (Mighty Quinn, 1968), and The Archies (Sugar Sugar, 1969). “I loved those innocent little love songs. No hard rock, no heavy metal, no jazz. Pop and soul were it.”4 Since this attraction to pop music was not to her brothers’ taste, Madonna once again paid the price of freedom. “My two older brothers were jazz musicians, and that sort of had a reverse influence on me, because they would tell me pop music was a pile of shit, they’d scratch my records so that I couldn’t play them. It only made me love pop more.”7 The teenager also found comfort in the feminine aesthetic of photographs of Marilyn Monroe and Carole Lombard, and the songs of Judy Holliday, even though, in 1965, it was someone else who especially caught her attention: Nancy Sinatra singing These Boots Are Made for Walkin’: “It was like, yeah, give me some of those go-go boots. I want to walk on a few people.”2

The “Baba O’Riley” episode

Starting in high school, Madonna also developed a special taste for performing. She had already taken part in school productions of Cinderella, Godspell, and My Fair Lady, but it was in performing Baba O’Riley—an iconic song recorded by The Who in 1971—on stage at an end-of-year show that she revealed her taste for provocation and the transgressive quality of her art. Wearing very short shorts and a low-cut T-shirt, that day Madonna delivered a staggering spectacle, completely wild, her body covered with hearts and flowers in fluorescent paint. “That was the beginning of my provocative performances, I guess. I just went for it,” she said. “No girls would talk to me after that, and the boys looked at me weird.”8 Although it might have been laughable, this episode would have a devastating effect on Madonna and her family, as her brother Christopher attested in his autobiography Life with My Sister Madonna, published in 2008: “For the next month, her teenage talent-show performance becomes the talk of Rochester. At school, kids sidle up to me and whisper, ‘Your sister Madonna is a slut.’ I have already been bullied and called a fag—a word I don’t understand—[so] that my sister’s being called a slut doesn’t bother me at all. But I can imagine that my father is utterly mortified in front of his friends and at work. Little does he know that this is only the beginning... As for me, the night of the talent show marks the birth of my fascination with my sister Madonna.”9 Although the Baba O’Riley episode was unquestionably the harbinger of the young woman’s transformation into a free, unbridled artist, it would be within the walls of her high school that she would gradually discover what inspired her.
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Madonna dances in the garden of the family home in Rochester.



Life at Rochester Adams High

From the moment of her arrival at Rochester Adams High School, Madonna was the victim of her social background. There was a widening gulf between her and her schoolmates, who came from better-off families than she did. “I had to clean houses,” she told Rolling Stone. “It was gross. I had to clean the toilet bowls of boys I went to school with.”10 Her appearance, like her attitude, isolated her even more from the young people hanging out in the school corridors, be they in the hippie clique or the sporty clique, neither of which she managed to identify with. “Everyone thought I was a freak. They didn’t go out with me. I only got the weirdos. Because I didn’t shave under my arms, and I didn’t wear makeup, and I was really confrontational. And I just didn’t know how to play the game.”10 Despite feeling lonely and different, Madonna joined the school’s cheerleader team, belonged to many clubs, and sang in the school choir, all while retaining her uniqueness. “Teenagers want to fit in on one hand and be rebellious on the other. Drinking beer and smoking weed in the parking lot of my high school was not my idea of being rebellious, because that’s what everybody did. […] I did the opposite of what all the other girls were doing, and I turned myself into a real man repeller. I dared people to like me and my nonconformity.”11 It was almost only during her summer holidays in Bay City that Madonna felt in her element, visiting her grandmother and finally tasting long-awaited freedom. Then she went out with her musician uncles, flirted with boys, drank her first beers, and smoked her first cigarettes. “I started plucking my eyebrows and I started feeling like, ‘Yeah, this is it, I’m cool,’”12 she joked a few years later.


FOR MADONNA ADDICTS

After an appearance in the short film The Egg, in 1974, Madonna had her first proper part, in October 1979, in A Certain Sacrifice, by the young director Stephen Jon Lewicki. She followed this a few weeks later with an appearance in Curt Royston’s In Artificial Light.



In front of Wyn Cooper’s lens

Using nonconformity as a weapon in the service of her artistic talents, in 1974 Madonna immersed herself in the new album by folk icon Joni Mitchell, Court and Spark, which kept her company in her moments of solitude. In a sign of her growing rebellion she attended her first concerts, without her parents’ permission, seeing David Bowie in June at Cobo Hall in Detroit, a date on his Diamond Dogs Tour, then Elton John at the Olympia Stadium the following November. “I was punished for seeing both of them because the Arena was a really dangerous part of downtown Detroit and it really wasn’t the place for Young Girls to be unescorted, which we all were.”13 Then aged 16, Madonna was also interested in cinema, and appeared in The Egg, a 62-second short film made by her schoolmate, Wyn Cooper. “I remember thinking, there’s an interesting, pretty girl. She seemed kind of shy. We developed a friendship and hung out,” Cooper recalled.14He became a famous poet, one of whose texts inspired Sheryl Crow for her 1994 hit All I Wanna Do. Although these various artistic activities attracted Madonna, it was another discipline that she would make her specialty. She had already taken jazz dancing lessons and had practiced this art since childhood, copying the choreography of Shirley Temple and dancing alone to her brothers’ records in the garage at home, improvising all sorts of movements to the rhythm of the Rolling Stones’ Honky Tonk Women. One evening she accompanied a friend to the dance school in Rochester Hills, where she met the teacher, Christopher Flynn. It would change the course of her life.

The spark of Christopher Flynn

From the moment he met the teenaged Madonna, Christopher Flynn was captivated by her aura. “Madonna was a blank page, believe me, and she wanted desperately to be filled in,” he recalled tenderly a few years later.14 She then assiduously attended Flynn’s classical dance lessons, throwing herself wholeheartedly into her new passion. Beyond her artistic activity, she found in Flynn a person she could trust, who encouraged her to fulfill herself both personally and professionally. Alongside him she gained in confidence and joined a community that welcomed her with open arms, without judging her appearance or attitude. Indeed, having become friends with her teacher, Madonna would accompany him on his night-time excursions to Detroit’s gay clubs, especially Menjo’s, where she found an outlet necessary for her emancipation. On the dance floor Madonna felt free, reveling in the sound of hits that celebrated the nascent disco era. “I really loved him,” Madonna said in 1985, remembering how Flynn had also taken her to museums and educated her about art, becoming a mentor and a father figure who really understood her. With faith in the future and a newfound self-confidence, the young artist completed her school years in the summer of 1976, in readiness for enrolling at university.

En route to freedom

Madonna entered the University of Michigan School of Music, Theatre & Dance in Ann Arbor in September 1976. She settled into a women’s dormitory that accommodated new students at the university, and diligently followed courses in classical dance, modern jazz, and the history of art. Her artistic sensitivity developed through the people she met, including Peter Kentes, a 25-year-old dancer who was close to Flynn, and who from then on became her dance partner. During the summer of 1977 Madonna took off for New York City, where she attended a training course at the Ailey School, founded in 1969 by the legendary dancer and choreographer Alvin Ailey. Six weeks spent in the heart of the Big Apple presented her with the disastrous sight of a city in chaos: in 1977, when still menaced by the serial killer David Richard Berkowitz, nicknamed “Son of Sam,” New York was plunged into total darkness by the famous blackout caused by a power outage on 13 and 14 July, which offered the opportunity for looting and rioting lasting several hours. Yet the experience aroused in Madonna an irresistible desire to discover more of this marvel of concrete, violence, and madness. Back in Ann Arbor at the start of the 1977 fall term, she moved to apartment 10A in University Towers, a university building for the city’s students. Her new flatmate, Whitley Setrakian, who worked alongside her at Miller’s Ice Cream Parlor & Diner, on the building’s ground floor, became her partner on their escapades in the city’s gay clubs, including The Rubaiyat, which the two young women visited regularly. “In school and in my neighborhood and everything, I felt like such an outsider, a misfit, a weirdo,” Madonna said later. “And suddenly when I went to the gay club, I didn’t feel that way anymore. I just felt at home. I had a whole new sense of myself.”15 But in her second year in Ann Arbor, she didn’t find in her university community the sort of people who, during the summer, had brought her that sense of freedom she had so hoped and longed for. Electrified by that journey to New York, Madonna felt in the depths of her being that, although her future remained to be determined, it must happen among the skyscrapers of that city where the heart of America was then beating. As the academic year drew to a close, she took a decision crucial for her future. In July 1978, with just $35 in her pocket, Madonna Louise Ciccone returned to New York, ready to make her destiny there.
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First dance classes at Ann Arbor, 1976.
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Photographer Michael McDonnell took this shot of Madonna when she first arrived in New York in 1978.

New York, New York

On the brink of bankruptcy, and ravaged by drugs, danger, and poverty, the city of New York in 1978 looked nothing like it does today. Although its inimitable charm already gave it a unique character, the middle classes had deserted its dangerous streets in favor of the peaceful life in the residential neighborhoods of nearby New Jersey. Popular with artists, who could find an apartment there for some hundred dollars a month, the city was home to punk and disco musicians and plastic artists, who found it a source of inspiration. On arrival, Madonna initially stayed with a man she had met at a market on Lexington Avenue, living in his home for the first two weeks of her New York saga. She then moved to an apartment in the East Village, in the Alphabet City neighborhood, as famous for being unsafe as for its name, which came from the intersection of the avenues A, B, C, and D that surrounded it. Alone, lost in the big city, Madonna embarked on a period of wandering that would be the starting point for her new life. “New York wasn’t everything I thought it would be,” she told Harper’s Bazaar in 2013. “It did not welcome me with open arms. The first year, I was held up at gunpoint. Raped on the roof of a building I was dragged up to with a knife in my back, and had my apartment broken into three times. […] I was scared shitless and freaked out by the smell of piss and vomit everywhere, especially in the entryway of my third-floor walk-up. […] Sometimes I would play the victim and cry in my shoebox of a bedroom with a window that faced a wall, watching the pigeons shit on my windowsill.”16 It was several decades before Madonna referred to the rape she suffered at the time. “I was told that if I wanted to press charges, [I’d have to have a] physical examination, I have to go before the court, they are going to ask you all these personal questions,” she told the broadcaster Howard Stern in 2015. “[…] No, it’s just not worth it. It’s too humiliating.”17 In order to convince herself that this phase filled with suffering and solitude was necessary if she was to attain her destiny, Madonna pinned a photograph of the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo to her wall, and drew inspiration from the fighting spirit of that woman, who had ignored others’ opinions to bring her art to life. “If she could do it, then so could I,”16 Madonna said bravely.

Dance, Music, Sex, Romance

Over the course of her night-time encounters, by the end of 1978 Madonna had surrounded herself with young dancers who encouraged her to have lessons with Alvin Ailey, as she had in July 1977. Madonna soon preferred to attend classes at the Martha Graham School, run by the legend of modern dance, before finally joining the troupe of Pearl Lang, whom she had met during the summer of 1978 at a training course in Durham, North Carolina. The rigor Lang imposed on her pupils did not frighten Madonna, who developed her own techniques as soon as the opportunity arose, defying the codes of dance and not hesitating to go beyond the conventionalism that was usually taught on the parquet floors of conservatoires. “Her behavior with the other dancers was really kind of funky,” Lang explained. “It was that period where they wanted to be as unusual and as messy as they could be. And it didn’t bother me because when she started to work, she was quite wonderful.”18 But the experiment was short-lived, for Madonna was now devoted to her new passion: film. “There’s so many dancers and not enough work,” she explained in 1983. “Plus there’s not much money for doing this hard, physical work every day, and it’s a very inaccessible art form.”19 Having been fired from her job as a waitress at the Russian Tea Room for wearing fishnet stockings, Madonna earned her living as best she could, posing nude for drawing classes in Soho for ten dollars an hour, but also for the painter Anthony Panzera and the photographers Martin H M Schreiber and Lee Friedlander. Wanting to embark on a career as an actor, she answered advertisements for parts and auditioned many times, without success. Annoyed at what seemed to be her hopeless fate, she once again wondered what the future held for her. It was in turning to another artistic activity that she would soon find her way.
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Dancer and choreographer Martha Graham in 1973.


FOR MADONNA ADDICTS

Wealthy Madonna fans doubtless rushed to the auction held by Guernsey’s in September 2024. For among the lots on offer were the various instruments Madonna and the Gilroy brothers had used in the rehearsal space of the synagogue in Corona: the Rickenbacker and Carlo Robelli guitars on which Madonna wrote her first songs, and the Slingerland drum kit used by The Breakfast Club.



Dan Gilroy as Pygmalion

Madonna met Norris Burroughs in the spring of 1979. A musician who frequented the city’s rock clubs and regularly performed at the legendary CBGB, a mecca for New York punk at the end of the 1970s, Burroughs passed on to his new girlfriend his passion for rock music. He urged her to develop her taste for this art form, and introduced her to one of his friends, Dan Gilroy, also a musician in his spare time. Gilroy was living with his brother Ed in a former synagogue, now deconsecrated, in the Corona neighborhood in the heart of Queens. The two brothers were trying to get their group, Acme Band, noticed by also performing in New York. It was love at first sight between Madonna and Dan Gilroy, who immediately became inseparable. As well as inviting her to come and live in the synagogue, Dan taught her to play several instruments, starting with the guitar, which he tuned in such a way that she could play chords without putting her hand on the neck of the instrument, a cheap one of the Carlo Robelli brand. At last Madonna experienced her first moments of peace since arriving in New York—surrounded by genuine friends and an attentive partner.

Patrick Hernandez and the Parisian adventure

Madonna was insatiable, incapable of being satisfied with her situation, and driven by a desire to discover the world. In May 1979 she auditioned to accompany, as a dancer, the French singer Patrick Hernandez, whose disco single Born to Be Alive was a colossal success worldwide. In front of Hernandez and his two producers, Jean Vanloo and Jean-Claude Pellerin, the young woman shone because of her shameless attitude and punk look: jeans and a T-shirt riddled with holes. The three businessmen then asked her to hum something, which Madonna firmly refused to do, because she had come that day only to demonstrate her talents as a dancer. After finally agreeing to sing a rendition of Jingle Bells that was as surprising as it was convincing, she was invited to join the three for dinner at the Pierre Hotel’s restaurant. That evening, the three men proposed Madonna leave with them for Paris, with a view to offering her a contract as a singer. She immediately accepted the invitation and quickly flew to the French capital, where the producers installed her in a huge apartment at 32, rue de Courcelles.

But things did not go as she had expected; despite a few contracts as a dancer with Hernandez, she felt a lack of legitimacy to fully embrace a career as a singer. “They were, like, throwing everything at me. But I didn’t feel like I had a point of view yet. So I innately rejected it. That gave me the idea that I could make music and yet I didn’t feel like I’d earned the position to make music.”20 Pacing like a caged lion in her Parisian lodgings, the American found comfort in communicating with her boyfriend, Dan Gilroy, who, from the other side of the Atlantic, advised her to return to New York as quickly as possible. Leaving all her belongings behind, Madonna finally got on the first plane to return to her native land and the synagogue in Corona, where the Gilroy brothers awaited her.


[image: ]
French singer Patrick Hernandez with his legendary cane, delighted with his smash hit Born to Be Alive.



Return to Corona

On her return to New York, Madonna encountered a city that was in the throes of being transformed. It was August 1979; disco was dying, the punk movement was faltering, and the two genres were gradually making way for new musical trends: so-called post-punk rock, popularized by female singers such as Debbie Harry of Blondie, Joan Jett, formerly of The Runaways, and Chrissie Hynde of The Pretenders, whose first album would be released a few months later. Synth-pop was being talked about, too, thanks to the first two albums by a young artist from Minneapolis born the same year as Madonna: Prince. And rap was also making its appearance, championed by Rapper’s Delight by The Sugarhill Gang (1979), the first rap track in history. New York’s buzzing music scene finally convinced Madonna of the importance of paying attention to it and, who knows, rubbing shoulders with it a little. Back with the Gilroy brothers, she embarked on an apprenticeship in all the instruments available in the synagogue, where Acme Band rehearsed: guitar, keyboards, and above all drums, of which she learned the rudiments listening to the albums of the British singer Elvis Costello, practicing four hours a day on the Slingerland drum kit in the rehearsal space. Madonna found a balance that worked for her, as she had rarely experienced before, supported by the affection of her boyfriend, Dan Gilroy. “It was one of the happiest times of my life,” she said. “I really felt loved. Sometimes I’d write sad songs and he’d sit there and cry. Very sweet.”21 During this period Madonna used Dan’s guitar to write her first song: Tell the Truth. “I remember the hair standing up on the back of my arms,” she said at her induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame on 10 March 2008, “and I thought to myself, ‘Who just wrote that song? That wasn’t me.’ I felt like I’d been possessed by some magic.”22 When the drummer of Acme Band left, his place was offered to Madonna. She willingly accepted and, in passing, invited her friend Angie Smith to play bass guitar when that vacancy arose, too. The new group, consisting of Angie, Madonna, and the Gilroy brothers—Dan on guitar, Ed on vocals—decided to rename themselves in view of the new line-up. Over breakfast at the restaurant chain International House of Pancakes, in Flushing Meadows, near the synagogue, they thought of the band’s new name: The Breakfast Club.


After Madonna had been signed by Sire Records, the Gilroy brothers re-formed Breakfast Club (without the definite article this time) with Stephen Bray on drums and Gary Burke on bass guitar. They released a first single, Rico Mambo, with ZE Records in 1984, then an album simply bearing the group’s name with MCA Records in 1987, accompanied by a successful single, Right on Track.



The Breakfast Club take on New York

In The Breakfast Club, Madonna did not confine herself to being a drummer. As well as singing on some numbers, she quickly took on the role of manager, working tirelessly at getting their music known. “Immediately, when I started working with them,” she recalled, “I started thinking record deals, making records and doing shows and stuff like that. And, of course, most of the people you have to deal with are men, and I think I just was naturally more charming to these horny old businessmen than Dan and Ed Gilroy.”21 To help her promote the band, The Breakfast Club used recordings from rehearsals, which they put together on a cassette to appeal to the city’s concert halls. Although the songs Curtis Come Back, Again and Again, Trouble, and Say Hey, Joe struggled to be convincing, they encouraged the group to record more compositions in a punk-rock vein worthy of Blondie. It was Madonna herself who sang in Shit on the Ground (Safe Neighborhood), Shine a Light, Little Boy, and Love Express, in the process revealing for the first time all her potential as front woman. When, shortly afterwards, Angie announced she was leaving the group, the former Acme Band bass guitarist, Gary Burke, was invited to return to that role. The former drummer, Mike Monahan, also returned, freeing Madonna from drumming, so she could play keyboard and sing a few songs in concerts. The group then embarked on a series of shows in New York rock clubs, offering Madonna the opportunity to shine with her on-stage talents when it was her turn to take the microphone. At ease in her role as a singer, and practicing on the Gilroy brothers’ instruments from morning till night in the synagogue’s rehearsal room, Madonna wrote numerous songs and planned then to become the group’s lead singer, encouraged by Gary Burke, who made no secret of the fact he had a crush on her. “The more music I understood and played, the more songs I wrote,” she said in 1987. “The more songs I wrote, the more I wanted to be the front person of the band.”3 When Dan and Ed Gilroy refused, the situation rapidly deteriorated, leading to an inevitable outcome. Driven by her artistic ambitions and unquenchable desire to become a star, Madonna finally left The Breakfast Club to start her own group, Madonna and the Sky, accompanied by Gary Burke on bass guitar and Mike Monahan on drums; after various other changes of name, the band eventually called themselves simply, Emmy.
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Breakfast Club, 1987 version: Dan Gilroy, Ed Gilroy, Gary Burke, and Paul Kauk.



Stephen Bray and the Music Building

The separation of Madonna and Dan Gilroy also ended their cohabitation in the synagogue. Obliged to move their working space, the members of Emmy rehearsed in the Music Building in New York. Situated on 8th Avenue, this exceptional space had opened a few months earlier, and its 12 floors contained rehearsal studios and offices for artists’ management. While Madonna found it a conducive setting for realizing her personal projects, a reunion would also help with this. In the autumn of 1977, when she was still living in Ann Arbor, she had met a young musician called Stephen Bray. Bray worked as a barman in the Blue Frogge, a club that Madonna visited several evenings a week in order to dance to fashionable disco tracks. She was charmed by the young man and attended all the concerts by his group, The Cost of Living Band, in which he was the drummer. The two artists quickly became friends, until Madonna decided to leave Ann Arbor for New York in July 1978. At the end of 1979, when her new group, Emmy, were working on their compositions, Madonna called Bray, who had just graduated from Berklee College of Music in Boston, one of the biggest music colleges in the United States. The talented drummer moved to New York, where Madonna played him her songs. Bray agreed to join Emmy, and moved into one of the studios in the Music Building with Madonna, who had vacated her temporary lodgings in the Garment District. The two, who then began a romance, lived in miserable conditions, sleeping on the floor among guitar amplifiers and the studio drum kit, recording demos all day long and even going so far, in extremis, as to eat food retrieved from the building’s garbage bins.

Emmy on the road to success

Thanks to their hard work, the members of Emmy managed to land a few gigs on Long Island and in New Jersey while they waited for the clubs of New York to open up to them. Consisting of Madonna on vocals and guitar, Gary Burke on bass guitar, Stephen Bray on drums, and Brian Symms on guitar, the group performed energetic rock influenced by The Pretenders, the four-strong band led by Chrissie Hynde whose first, eponymous album, notably featuring the singles Stop Your Sobbing and Kid, was one of the biggest records of the start of the 1980s. “There was something so powerful about The Pretenders,” Bray explained. “Their music was so evocative and the energy of the band was so intense.”23 From Emmy’s first gigs, which were secured on the strength of their demo containing the songs (I Like) Love for Tender, No Time for Love, Bells Ringing, and Drowning, audiences were electrified by the singer’s stage performances. Madonna’s attitude was that of a Debbie Harry who had remained focused on punk rock rather than getting bogged down in experiments in reggae with The Tide Is High and rap with Rapture—two wrong turnings by the legendary Blondie who, furthermore, would soon announce their imminent breakup. Microphone in hand, Madonna sang, yelled, and stood on tables, astonishing audiences with her poise and feline charm. Armed with the group’s new demo, she managed to attract the attention of the artists’ agent Camille Barbone, who had set up her business, Gotham Sound, on the second floor of the Music Building. Having been invited to see Emmy perform in the legendary club Max’s Kansas City, Barbone sadly could not attend, something she soon regretted. “She came storming into my office the next morning slamming things,” Barbone recalled of Madonna. “I was completely and utterly intrigued. And I just said, ‘I’m sorry, I had a headache. I didn’t make it to your gig.’ And she just lit into me. ‘It’s my life, how could you do this to me? I set that gig up just for you.’ Just went off on me and I really enjoyed it and I really thought she was a star at that point in time.”23

In the hands of Camille Barbone

Having finally seen Madonna on stage, Camille Barbone proposed to accompany her in her artistic endeavors. The agent put all her energy into her new protégée, making sure she was accommodated in an apartment in the Riverside Drive neighborhood, paying her $100 a week, and ensuring that she was no longer living like a poverty-stricken artist. “Madonna had so much peripheral trash going on just to get what she needed to do her job,” Barbone explained. “She was a street-savvy kid who’d pick up someone to go home with if she was hungry and needed a meal. That’s how she survived. She was living in a hovel in a dangerous part of town. I wanted to give her a safe haven, because in a lot of ways she seemed wounded.”14 Madonna’s new guardian angel was quickly on the hunt for musicians, the aim being that the singer would soon be able to go on stage and perform her own songs, on which she and Stephen Bray were working flat out in their studio in the Music Building. In June 1981, Barbone reserved Media Sound studios, so that her protégée could record her first solo demo, produced by Jon Gordon, who also played guitar alongside Bray on drums. The demo contained four songs written and composed by their performer: Take Me (I Want You), Love on the Run, Get Up, and High Society. Ready to let rip before her audience, Madonna went on stage to perform her songs on 8 October 1981 at Chase Park Club in New York, then on 19 October at Uncle Sam’s Blues Club in Roslyn, New Jersey. Photographed by George DuBose, photographer with Interview magazine, the performance is considered one of the first to truly reveal the potential of a completely new Madonna, freed from the constraints of life with a group and ready to conquer the public.
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In New York, 1979.
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Madonna in 1979, smiling at her beautiful reflection in the mirror.

A new direction

Although Camille Barbone easily capitalized on her protégée’s increasing success, and quickly proposed new dates, her musicians’ rock aesthetic and the musical direction desired by her manager, who dreamed of making her into a new Pat Benatar, did not totally suit Madonna; alongside her boyfriend, Stephen Bray, she was discovering the new club sound, which blended soul, R&B, and synth-pop. Bray, who spent his days recording demos in this musical style, having negotiated the use of studios with musicians whom he accompanied on the drums, was both creatively prolific and a skilled producer. Thrilled by this new sound, Madonna began frequenting New York clubs with her friend Erika Belle, preferring to dance all night to Your Love by Lime, Super Freak by Rick James, or Controversy by Prince, rather than go to the city’s rock clubs. “We were out every single night of every single day of the week of the month,” Erika Belle recalled. “We’d have our pockets full of whatever. I would have lip gloss and she would have her demo tapes.”24 Madonna’s fiery temperament and the musical direction Barbone imposed were not compatible, and the relationship between the two women quickly became a disaster. There were frequent arguments, insults flew, and there was total lack of understanding. Longing for freedom, Madonna had no intention of yielding to her manager’s vision, and she parted company with her in the winter of 1982. “My efforts at building her confidence had backfired,” Camille Barbone said. “I knew I was losing her. All the people I had introduced her to were now slipping her tickets to concerts behind my back and taking her out to dinner. […] I was in tremendous pain, but she had no sympathy at all. Madonna has no compassion. To her, that would be a sign of weakness. Madonna is a sponge all right. She soaks up everything she can from you, then when you’re totally drained, she goes on to the next victim.”25

A road littered with obstacles

Convinced of her potential, Madonna began 1982 without a penny to her name, without a manager, and without musicians, her sole companion being the faithful Stephen Bray. She was inspired by the artistically competitive spirit sweeping through the city, and spent time with artists such as Keith Haring, Jean-Michel Basquiat, and Fab 5 Freddy. She began to write the name Boy Toy on walls, a pseudonym she had engraved on the belt buckle proudly displayed on the sleeve of her second album in 1984. “The thing [with these ‘tag names’] was to see how much you could ‘throw up’ [get your name up] everywhere,” she explained later. Contrary to what a lot of people believed, BOY TOY wasn’t meant to suggest that she was sexually available: “Once again, it’s a tongue-in-cheek statement, the opposite of what it says.”2 Spending whole nights dancing at the Roxy, the Paradise Garage, the Saint, and Mudd Club, Madonna had faith in her star and in 1982 recorded a new demo with Stephen Bray, which consisted of four songs made for nightclubs: Stay, Ain’t No Big Deal, Don’t You Know, and Everybody. She was especially pleased with the recordings, which were strongly influenced by The Human League, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark, Soft Cell, and Depeche Mode. Madonna believed even more strongly in the power of her music, of which Bray’s arrangements were of surgical precision and demanded to be danced to. Setting off once again, cassette in hand, to conquer record companies, Madonna sadly had to face an unhappy truth, as she explained in 2019: “I would say there were plenty of situations where men were wanting to abuse their power. I was the starting-out artist begging for help and I would go to people who ran labels or influential DJs saying: ‘Can you help me out? Can you listen to this song? Can you hook me up? Can you sign me to your record label?’ and, a lot of people said: ‘Yeah, if you’ll do this’, and usually it was a sexual favour.”26
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Madonna’s dance lessons would prove invaluable to her throughout her career. Seen here in 1979.

Mark Kamins and the launch of Madonna

Happily, it was not in a gloomy record company office that the singer’s destiny would be decided, but on the dance floor of the city’s most famous club: Danceteria. Opened in 1979, Danceteria aimed to be the antithesis of the dying Studio 54, formerly a disco mecca and the setting for the Big Apple’s most scandalous nights. Home to budding artists—Sade, LL Cool J, and the future Beastie Boys worked there at the time—the club was the gathering place every evening for the whole of New York’s underground, something that did not fail to draw Madonna, who went there often with the demo of her song Everybody to hand. It must be said that the young woman knew her hunting ground well. The club’s star DJ, Mark Kamins, was also artistic director of Island Records, the prestigious label founded by the Briton Chris Blackwell, the man behind the success of Bob Marley and The Wailers, Cat Stevens, Robert Palmer, and The Buggles, whose single Video Killed the Radio Star was still on every turntable three years after its release. Hanging around Mark Kamins’s cabin every evening, the singer managed to play him her song, and the two soon formed a romantic relationship. Under the spell of Everybody, Kamins decided to play it at one of his performances; it was a success with the audience, who went totally wild to the lively tempo of this obvious hit. Kamins then had only one goal: to help his girlfriend land a contract with a record company. First of all he presented the song to his boss, Chris Blackwell, who turned it down, then to David Geffen of Geffen Records, who also turned it down. Two superstar producers had missed their chance.

Seymour Stein and Sire Records

It was a Saturday evening like any other at Danceteria. A certain Michael Rosenblatt was having a drink at the bar with two British artists whom one of his friends had signed to his label, Innervision Records: George Michael and Andrew Ridgeley of the group Wham! Rosenblatt was artistic director of Sire Records, an independent label famous for having taken part in the birth of America’s punk, rock, and new wave scenes by signing such groups as Ramones, The Pretenders, and Talking Heads, but also for having introduced to America British groups such as The Smiths, The Cure, and Depeche Mode. He was permanently on the lookout for the most promising artists. For although Sire did not yet have the reputation of Island Records, its catalog of promising groups was testimony to the vision of its boss, Seymour Stein, and the label’s albums were distributed by the giant Warner Bros. Records. When he caught sight of Madonna, a young singer his DJ friend Mark Kamins had told him about, and whose music, according to the latter, deserved to be discovered, Rosenblatt stood up, introduced himself, and suggested she come and play him her music in the coming days. Another factor in Madonna’s favor was that Sire Records lacked female artists. With Blondie reaching the end of their career and The Pretenders encountering increasing success, adding a female pop singer to his stable seemed appropriate. “She came by on that Monday and played me that demo,” Rosenblatt recalled. “It wasn’t amazing. But this girl sitting in my office was just radiating star power. I asked her, ‘What are you looking for in this?’ I always ask that, and the wrong answer is ‘I want to get my art out,’ because this is a business. And Madonna’s answer was, ‘I want to rule the world.’”27 Convinced of the young artist’s potential, Michael Rosenblatt played the demo to Seymour Stein, who was in hospital at the time with an attack of endocarditis. “I immediately felt an excitement,” Stein recalled. “I liked the hook, I liked Madonna’s voice, I liked the feel, and I liked the name Madonna. I liked it all and played it again. I never overanalyze or suck the life out of whatever I instinctively enjoy. I reached over and called up Mark. ‘Can I meet you and Madonna?’”28 The meeting took place a few days later at the hospital, where the convalescing Stein offered the singer a production contract for three singles, with an option for a possible album, the whole coming with an advance for rights of $15,000, as well as a publishing contract offering Madonna $2,500 for each song written by her. Within the walls of Lenox Hill Hospital there began a friendly, sincere collaboration that would take Madonna to the top of the world’s charts and make her the biggest pop star in history.
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Mark Kamins, the DJ at New York’s Danceteria, who launched Madonna’s career.



FIRST RECORDINGS

Never released by the singer herself, but distributed in small numbers by her then associates, Madonna’s first recordings are a testament to her artistic development. Indeed, it was with one demo after another that she made her way in the New York music industry of the 1980s, working tirelessly by approaching record companies by day and seeking the help of nightclub DJs by night, cassettes in hand, ready to conquer the world with her songs. Here is a brief overview of the very first recordings by the Queen of Pop.

THE BREAKFAST CLUB

(REHEARSALS, 1979)

Curtis Come Back • Jam Session • Again and Again • Trouble • Hot House Flower • Dan’s Song • Say Hey, Joe

The brothers Dan and Ed Gilroy—founder members of The Breakfast Club, a band born from the ashes of their previous group, Acme Band—kept this precious Sony C-90 HF cassette, on which the first rehearsals of The Breakfast Club had been recorded, until 2024. Dan is on guitar and shares the vocals with Madonna, who also plays drums and synthesizer on some tracks, while Ed sometimes sings. Angie Smith plays bass guitar in most of the songs. Recorded in the rehearsal space of the synagogue in Corona, Queens, this cassette was offered for sale among other lots from the Gilroy brothers in an auction held by Guernsey’s in September 2024.

THE BREAKFAST CLUB

(DEMO, FOUR SONGS, 1979)

Shit on the Ground (Safe Neighborhood) • Shine a Light • Little Boy • Love Express

While Madonna very much took her intermittent role as vocalist in The Breakfast Club to heart, tensions arose within the group, whose founder members, Dan and Ed Gilroy, were not prepared to cede control of it to her. This first demo by the “Club”, used by Madonna to get the band a few dates, features a ska-punk gem (Shit on the Ground, sometimes renamed Safe Neighborhood) worthy of the Californian group No Doubt when they were starting out in their garage at 1173 Beacon Avenue, Anaheim. Dan Gilroy’s guitar playing pays tribute to the early music of The Cure in Little Boy. This Breakfast Club demo is interesting in many respects, and above all shows the influence on these young musicians of the Blondie albums Parallel Lines (Dan Gilroy doubtless carefully studied the sound and incisive guitar playing of Chris Stein) and especially Eat to the Beat, a rock monument from 1979 that blends agonized punk with incipient new wave.

EMMY

(DEMO, FOUR SONGS, 30 NOVEMBER 1980)

(I Like) Love for Tender • No Time for Love • Bells Ringing • Drowning

Having broken up with Dan Gilroy, Madonna left The Breakfast Club to take flight on her own. With Gary Burke on bass guitar, Stephen Bray on drums, and Brian Symms on guitar, the group called themselves Madonna and the Sky, The Millionaires, and Modern Dance, before finally settling on Emmy (lengthened to Emmy & The Emmys in some publicity material). Guided by the talented all-rounder Stephen Bray, the group recorded their first ever demo in the Music Building, using a small studio set up in the bedroom of Regina [Richards], a budding singer who in 1986 would have a hit single with Baby Love. The sound of this demo, which allowed Emmy to perform numerous concerts, was in the same vein as the rock singers of the time, above all Pat Benatar and Chrissie Hynde, but the overall effect was confused, the group not yet having found the magic formula that would suit Madonna’s energy. “She was playing really raucous rock & roll, really influenced by The Pretenders and The Police,” Stephen Bray recalled. “She used to really belt. If we’d found that right guitar player, I think that’s when things would have taken off…but there are so many horrible guitar players in New York, and we seemed to get them all.”29
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Madonna posing for Michael McDonnell in 1979.

MADONNA

(DEMO, FOUR SONGS, AUGUST 1981)

Take Me (I Want You) • Love on the Run • Get Up • High Society (Society’s Boy)

Now accompanied by her manager Camille Barbone, Madonna produced her first demo under just her first name. Known as the “Gotham Tape”—from the name Gotham Management, Barbone’s business—the cassette was recorded at Media Sound studios in New York during the summer of 1981, with recording engineer Alec Head at the controls and Jon Gordon as producer. The songs are effective, with a much more convincing sound than before, but show Barbone’s desire to make her protégée the next Pat Benatar, whereas Madonna at the time was obsessed with the nightclub sound. The fact remains that these four songs, written by Madonna herself, are still very catchy (Love on the Run most of all) and today would deserve good-quality production.

MADONNA AND STEPHEN BRAY

(RECORDINGS, 1980–81)

Laugh to Keep from Crying • Crimes of Passion • Stay

Having parted company with Camille Barbone, Madonna shut herself away in the Music Building for several months to record numerous demos with her boyfriend (later simply friend) Stephen Bray. Some of these songs, such as Burning Up and Everybody, would be re-recorded on Madonna’s first album in 1983, while others would be stored away in the personal archives of Bray, who owned the rights, until he decided to release them in June 1997 on a compilation entitled Pre-Madonna in the United States and In the Beginning in Europe.

MADONNA WITH OTTO VON WERNHERR

(RECORDINGS, 1981)

Cosmic Climb • We Are the Gods • Wild Dancing

There is little information available about these New York recordings by the German singer Otto Von Wernherr, for which he called on the young Madonna. During a studio session in 1981, she recorded backing vocals on three of his songs: Cosmic Climb, We Are the Gods, and Wild Dancing. Forgotten by everyone, these songs resurfaced in 1985 when Wernherr wanted to capitalize on Madonna’s international success. He released Wild Dancing as a single and numerous other songs (Time to Dance, On the Street, Oh My, Shake, Get Down, Give It to Me, Let’s Go Dancing) containing samples of the backing vocals from the first three songs mentioned, all of them featuring on the compilation Madonna & Otto Von Wernherr—The Early Years, which he released in 1989.

MADONNA

(DEMO, FOUR SONGS, 1982)

Everybody • Stay • Don’t You Know • Ain’t No Big Deal

Featuring tracks from the recording sessions with Stephen Bray in the Music Building in New York, Madonna’s first demo once she was free of Camille Barbone would be the one that finally led her to success. Recorded on a Tascam 4-track multi-track device, the songs bear witness to the modern vision of Bray, who would furnish Madonna’s compositions with meticulous, highly effective production. “They had this great energy and they had a strong friendship that was there for their love of music and their mutual vision,”30 said Paul Pesco, the guitarist on Everybody and Ain’t No Big Deal. With this demo Madonna was able to win over the Danceteria DJ Mark Kamins, and then Michael Rosenblatt and Seymour Stein of Sire Records, who would offer her her first artist’s contract.
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Peroxide hair and a new look: Madonna in 1982, about to conquer the world.


ALBUM

Madonna

Lucky Star • Borderline • Burning Up • I Know It • Holiday • Think Of Me • Physical Attraction • Everybody

Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records/Sire Records: 27 July 1983 (album ref.: W1-23867)
Best chart ranking in the USA: 8
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A YOUNG R&B AND SYNTH-POP ARTIST

The contract Madonna signed with Sire Records—whose founder Seymour Stein persuaded Warner Bros. Records to distribute their young protégée’s records—meant the team could start production of her first single. A demo of the very pop-sounding Ain’t No Big Deal, produced with Stephen Bray during the 1982 sessions, was presented as the first official single, with the more danceable Everybody as a perfect B-side. Right from the start of her collaboration with Stein, Madonna enjoyed great creative freedom and she quickly took a difficult decision. Although her loyal accomplice and partner in crime Stephen Bray was in line to be the official producer for the first single, Madonna instead chose Mark Kamins, with whom the devoted Bray refused to work. Two years were to pass before Bray and his ex-girlfriend reconciled and worked together again, on the writing of Like a Virgin.

Mark Kamins at the helm

The recording sessions for Ain’t No Big Deal and Everybody took place over several days in April 1982 at Blank Tape Studios in New York. Madonna, Mark Kamins, and Sire Records quickly agreed that Everybody had potential, and it was ultimately chosen as the promotional single, with the remix Everybody (Dub Version), also produced by Kamins, on the B-side. To avoid losing potential audiences when the song was sent out to radio stations in spring 1982, Sire decided not to show the singer’s face, as when the track was played in clubs many people were convinced Madonna was African-American. “I thought if we were able to do it right, we’d be able to capture a lot of audiences,” explained Michael Rosenblatt, Seymour Stein’s right-hand man at Sire. “We’d get the new wave kids, we’d get the pop people, and the dance community. We’d be able to get everybody. I didn’t want her picture on the cover of the Everybody single, because I thought I could get a lot of R&B play on that record, because a lot of people thought she was black.”27 By leveraging his contacts at radio stations and in New York clubs, Mark Kamins managed to generate a word-of-mouth buzz that rapidly paid off, turning Everybody into a highly encouraging hit for Sire and Warner Bros. Records, with 100,000 copies of the single flying off the shelves when it was officially released in October. “At about 7:00 at night,” Madonna recounted in 2009, “I had the radio on in my bedroom, on KTU, and I heard Everybody. I said, ‘Oh my God, that’s me coming out of that box.’ It was an amazing feeling.”8 The excitement generated by the song encouraged Stein to start recording other songs with the aim of releasing his protégée’s first album as soon as possible.

Illustrious acquaintances

Madonna used her first royalties to move to New York’s East Village. Financially secure for the first time, thanks to royalty payments from Sire Records that amounted to a thousand dollars for every song she wrote, Madonna enjoyed some well-deserved peace of mind that allowed her to indulge her hedonistic lifestyle. This once again involved her frequenting New York clubs and meeting new people. It was around this time that she struck up a friendship with Debi Mazar, who worked at Danceteria and would go on to become a well-known actress—notably as the strong-willed publicist in the series Entourage between 2004 and 2011—and remains a close friend of Madonna’s to this day. The two women were soon inseparable and together became part of the city’s cultural scene, dominated by artists Keith Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat, whom Madonna soon began dating. Around the same period, she also met Martin Burgoyne, a young multidisciplinary artist who became her alter ego and dearest friend. He opened the doors to all the clubs in town, giving her the credibility she lacked despite her burgeoning success. Together, the two friends worked on the singer’s image and development strategy. Burgoyne also introduced Madonna to Maripol, a trendy jewelry designer and photographer of Broadway by night, whose Polaroid portraits of Andy Warhol, Grace Jones, Keith Haring, and Sade became famous the world over.
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Madonna on the way to becoming a 1980s icon, photographed by Tom Morillo in 1982.
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Actress Debi Mazar in 1985.



Alongside Reggie Lucas

In 1982, encouraged by Sire Records and the enthusiastic reception for her single Everybody, Madonna embarked on a series of track dates—stage appearances in clubs singing along to a recorded tape. “The whole concept of track dates was new to me,” she said, “’cos I’d always been used to playing in bands. […] I said ‘That’s great, but I should make something more visual out of it.’”3 With that in mind, the singer performed extensively in clubs, while also producing her album. Her dancers and friends Martin Burgoyne, Erika Belle, and Bags Rilez accompanied her on stage at the Peppermint Lounge, the Red Parrot, the FunHouse, and Studio 54 as she sang her new songs, Everybody, Burning Up, and Physical Attraction. The two latter tracks were in production at Sigma Sound Studios under the supervision of producer Reggie Lucas, who had been introduced to Madonna by Michael Rosenblatt. Lucas, from the duo Mtume & Lucas, had had hits with Roberta Flack, Stephanie Mills, and Phyllis Hyman, and was highly regarded in the soul community. “I looked through a list of leading producers and Reggie was the obvious one,” Madonna explained. “Fortunately, he was free at the time. I felt that his musical knowledge and my freshness would work.”31


FOR MADONNA ADDICTS

Debi Mazar wasn’t just Madonna’s official makeup artist on the promo video for Everybody, filmed in the Paradise Garage club in November 1982 and directed by Ed Steinberg. She also appeared in the videos for Papa Don’t Preach and True Blue in 1986, Justify My Love in 1990, Deeper and Deeper in 1992, and Music in 2000.



A dream team for Madonna

As had been the case for Madonna’s second single (which was actually double-sided, with Burning Up on the fast side and Physical Attraction on the slow side), Reggie Lucas was responsible for most of the production on the current record. The album’s tracklist was highly promising, and featured R&B and trendy synth-pop sounds that vied with those of Prince, the darling of Warner Bros. Records. Lucas demonstrated his technical mastery of the latest machines, including LinnDrum and Oberheim OB-X synthesizers. He called in the crème de la crème of studio musicians: keyboardists Dean Grant and Ed Walsh, the iconic Philly Soul saxophonist Bobby Malach, prestigious backing singers Brenda White (Melba Moore, Roberta Flack), Chrissy Faith (Don McLean, Lou Reed), Gwen Guthrie (Aretha Franklin, Ben E. King), and the biggest name of all, Norma Jean Wright, Chic’s iconic singer in 1977 and 1978 on the singles Dance, Dance, Dance (Yowsah, Yowsah, Yowsah) and Everybody Dance.
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Jean-Michel Basquiat, with whom Madonna had a short-lived romance before he went on to become a 1980s New York icon.

The arrival of Freddy DeMann

While the planets seemed to align perfectly for Madonna, one essential element was missing from her professional entourage. She needed to find a manager who would fight for her interests and have a clear vision for her career development. She set her sights on the agents’ agent. “I thought, ‘I must have a manager,’” Madonna recounted. “I thought, ‘Who is the most successful person in the music industry and who’s his manager? I want him.’ I went out to L.A. to meet him and at the time he was Michael Jackson’s manager.”3 “I remember when she walked into my office […],” Freddy DeMann recalled. “She came in and I was absolutely smitten by her. She had three problems that day, three pressing problems, and I said, ‘I’ll make three calls and take care of your problems.’ The next day, she had eight. The next day, ten. I said, ‘How can one person have all these problems?’ She said, ‘Well, I do.’ Madonna has that ability to grab you by the lapels and soon all you can think about is her.”32 In spring 1983, DeMann traveled to New York to watch Madonna on the small stage at Studio 54. Impressed by the performance, he agreed to become her manager. The first thing he decided to do was to boost his client’s image, notably on MTV, the American music channel launched in 1981. Two years on, MTV now had the power to make or break artists. Production of the music video for Burning Up was entrusted to videomaker Steve Barron, the man behind Michael Jackson’s Billie Jean. Not long after, the Madonna video began appearing on MTV.

Holiday and the start of a successful career

As production of Madonna’s debut album neared completion, Seymour Stein and Michael Rosenblatt felt they needed one more track for the tracklist, which currently consisted of seven songs. Rosenblatt called in top FunHouse DJ John “Jellybean” Benitez and tasked him with developing a track. Armed with a song composed by Curtis Hudson and Lisa Stevens for their band Pure Energy, Jellybean made his successful entry into Madonna’s universe; he also began dating her. She entrusted him with the remixing of several of her songs and also agreed to add to her repertoire the potential hit that he was producing for her: Holiday. When her first album was released on 27 July 1983, simply titled Madonna and featuring a cover photo by Gary Heery (the photo that appeared on the 1985 reissue, renamed The First Album, was by George Holz), the press was enthusiastic about the album’s many qualities, despite its modest success and the reservations of the artist herself. Madonna’s endless disparaging of her first album exasperated Reggie Lucas, the producer and mastermind behind a record that today still conjures up that carefree, light-hearted vibe of the early 1980s, before AIDS emerged.
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Martin Burgoyne and stylist and photographer Maripol, part of Madonna’s circle during her New York years.
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Photograph by Curtis Knapp, who was behind some of the legendary shots of Madonna, both in color and black and white.



SINGLE

LUCKY STAR

(Madonna/5’30)

Musicians

Madonna: vocals, backing vocals

Paul Pesco: electric guitar

John “Jellybean” Benitez: electric guitar

Reggie Lucas: synthesizers, programming

Gwen Guthrie: backing vocals

Recording

Sigma Sound Studios, New York: February to March 1983

Technical team

Producer: Reggie Lucas

Recording engineer: Jim Dougherty

 

Single

Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records/Sire Records: 9 September 1983 (single ref.: 7-29177)

Best chart ranking in the USA: 4


FOR MADONNA ADDICTS

The lines “Star light, star bright/First star I see tonight” that Madonna sings in Lucky Star are taken from a famous 19th-century children’s nursery rhyme: “Star light, star bright/First star I see tonight/I wish I may, I wish I might/Have the wish I wish tonight.”



Genesis

Immediately after signing Madonna to Sire Records, Michael Rosenblatt, Seymour Stein’s right-hand man at the label, presented his new protégée with a small, portable Casiotone keyboard. It came equipped with a cassette player for her to record a few ideas. Less than two weeks later, Madonna showed up in Rosenblatt’s office and played him her latest creation, Lucky Star, which she had recorded on her keyboard. “I told her she wrote her first hit,”33 Rosenblatt recalled. Having worked with Mark Kamins on Ain’t No Big Deal and Everybody, Madonna now embarked on a working relationship with producer Reggie Lucas, which resulted in many tracks, including Burning Up, Physical Attraction, Borderline, and Lucky Star. But things started to sour between producer and artist. Madonna was heavily involved in the creation of her songs and disagreed with Lucas on a number of points, with the two effectively holding opposing visions regarding the creative direction they should take. Madonna did not like the pop-rock aesthetics her producer envisaged, and demanded he be removed. She then enlisted her boyfriend, John “Jellybean” Benitez, to remix the whole of Lucky Star.

Production

When Jellybean took over production of Lucky Star, his first decision was to remove the guitar tracks recorded by Reggie Lucas, notably the ones with the saturated sound on the breaks at 1’46 and 3’08. Madonna wanted to accentuate the synth-pop feel of the song, so she invited in session guitarist Paul Pesco, whom she had first met when she auditioned for Patrick Hernandez in May 1979. Pesco had also contributed to the demos recorded in the Music Building in 1982, laying down a funk guitar line on Lucky Star that would become its signature rhythm. After “saving” Lucky Star, Pesco continued to work with Madonna until 1985, when he appeared on stage with her at the John F. Kennedy Stadium in Philadelphia for the legendary Live Aid concert on 13 July.



[image: ]
Paul Pesco, guitarist on Lucky Star, who gave the track its funk flavor.



SINGLE

BORDERLINE

(Reggie Lucas/5’18)

Musicians

Madonna: vocals, backing vocals

Anthony Jackson: bass

Reggie Lucas: programming

Dean Gant: Fender Rhodes, synthesizers, piano

Brenda White: backing vocals

Chrissy Faith: backing vocals

Gwen Guthrie: backing vocals

Norma Jean Wright: backing vocals

Recording

Sigma Sound Studios, New York: February to March 1983

Technical team

Producer: Reggie Lucas

Recording engineer: Jim Dougherty

 

Single

Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records/Sire Records: 15 February 1984 (single ref.: 7-29354)

Best chart ranking in the USA: 10

Genesis

Reggie Lucas was deeply committed to his role as producer and, from the early days of his collaboration with Madonna, he began writing songs for her. He quickly composed two tracks in the spirit of Never Knew Love Like

Production
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BURNING UP





I KNOW IT
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SINGLE

HOLIDAY




















Genesis
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Production
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Madonna’s first hit



THINK OF ME





SINGLE

PHYSICAL ATTRACTION
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SINGLE

EVERYBODY


















Genesis


Production
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