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INTRODUCTION





I FIRST BECAME A FAN OF MADONNA IN 1985. I REMEMBER one evening going into my friends bedroom, where she was watching TV. Whats on? I asked, plonking myself next to her. Its Madonna doing her show, she replied. Oh no. I nearly walked out again. For me, Madonna was that cheesy pop bimbo in Lycra, writhing on a Venetian gondola for the Like a Virgin video. No, wait a minute, my friend said. Shes actually quite good. Quite funny. Theres something about her thats really attractive.


I carried on watching. And within minutes, I got it. The woman who came across as a desperate starlet on Top of the Pops had a whole other dimension. In fact, the video of her Like a Virgin tour was the first time that many people understood what was so engaging about her. She had a warm, ebullient energy. She spoke directly to her female audience. She had a pudgy midriff and she didnt care. She smiled a lot, winked at the crowd, and invited you to share in the joke. And her musicbeats-driven, danceable, and fused with melodic sasswas very appealing.


She sparked my interest with the Like a Virgin tour, and when the film Desperately Seeking Susan came out, she won me over. Here she played a cheerful, street-smart, devil-may-care woman. She wasnt just another manufactured icon; she was herself. Madonna then went through many changes of imagefrom the peroxide vamp of the mid-80s True Blue era, to the smells, bells, and dark-haired mysticism of Like a Prayer. To a former Catholic girl, the latter was inspiring. Seeing the Blond Ambition tour, with its enormous cathedral nave and a penitent Madonna, stopped my heart.


Then there was the commercial glitz of the Dick Tracy movie, and the decadent elegance of 1990s Justify My Love video, directed in black-and-white in an anonymous Parisian hotel by Jean-Baptiste Mondino. There was the sheer joy of Vogue, the soundtrack to a summer of dancing, before the revelations of her Sex book and the Truth or Dare documentary. She once said, Id rather be on peoples minds than off, but by 1992, this became a challenge even for her most devoted fans.


Yet I still admired her adventurousness, her fearlessness, and the way she championed in her work alternative cultures and ways of beingwhether it was the S&M lesbians of the Sex book, her convincing pastiche of gay disco in Confessions on a Dance Floor, or kissing a black Christ full on the lips in the Like a Prayer video. Madonna has always done this with an eye on mainstream appealwith her starring role in the film Evita, for instance, she turned herself into a more conventional Hollywood-style icon. After she became a mother, it seemed like the rebellious days were over and she had settled down, but then she came up with the boldly experimental textures of the 1998 Ray of Light album and Music, released in 2001. With these records she won her first Grammy Awards, and was finally accepted by the rock crowd as a serious artist.



SINCE THE 1988 Whos That Girl tour, I have seen Madonnas every live show, and watched her develop as an artist. Ive also followed her personal life with interest, seeing many parallels with my own. We are from the same generation. Like her, I was a lapsed Catholic girl fired up by feminism. I played in an all-girl band and knew the thrill of performing. Like her, I was drawn to punk and the underground club scene. Like her, I focused on my career until I met and married my partner later in life. Like her, I had two children (a boy and a girl) after I turned forty. In many ways, her story is typical of my generationfeminism made us brave, yet, despite the freedom we fought for, there was still intense conflict between work and motherhood.


In her music and art, Madonna says a lot about what it means to be a woman in todays world. She puts it in popular terms and packages it to the hilt, but it strikes a chord every time. As a music writer who has focused on female artists, I have always found her fascinating. Her singularity resonates with me. She doesnt have the vocal greatness of Billie Holiday and Ella Fitzgerald, and she hasnt seared a generation with raw rock n roll, like Janis Joplin or Patti Smith, but she is a towering presence in popular music because of her breathtaking range. Like a cultural magpie, she has picked her influences from thousands of sources and funneled them into one vision. That, in itself, is a work of art.


I am the work of art. I am the art. Je suis lart, Madonna once said to Sebastien Foucan, hero of the French parkour (the physical art of overcoming obstacles) movement, and a key dancer on her Confessions tour. In the focus on her provocative media image, what truly motivates Madonna as an artist and musician has been overlooked. There are very talented singers who hire a producer, expect them to do all the work, sing the songs three times in the studio, and go home. Madonna is not one of those artists, says Guy Sigsworth, a producer on her futuristic, millennial album Music. Shes very intimately involved in the whole creative process, as a collaborator and producer. That side is ignored by people so fixated on her image. With all those hit songs, it cant just be twenty years of great hair.


That musiccombined with an odd, luminous beauty, compelling energy, and highly theatrical showshas made Madonna a quasi-religious icon. Dubbed the Immaculate Conception by actor friend Rupert Everett, she commands a kind of mass worship. Her [eyes] were the palest blue, strangely wide-set; any further and she would look insane or inbred. When they looked in your direction, you froze, he said about the first time they met in the 1980s. In no way was she conventionally beautiful. She was a bit like a Picassothere was an energy field around her, like a wave, that swept everyone up as it crashed into the room.


Madonna the pop star appeared as a challenging twentieth-century image of an ancient icon. Where the traditional Virgin symbolized modesty and purity, this Madonna preached sexual empowerment and spirituality. To writer Camille Paglia, she has rejoined and healed the split halves of women: Mary, the Blessed Virgin and Holy Mother, and Mary Magdalene, the harlot. Songwriter Tori Amos agrees, saying: I believe that the joining of the themes Madonna and Virgin and sex was the rebooting of the historical Madonna computer. It represented a major sexual awakening for Christian girlsCatholic girls, Protestant girls, Mormon girls, Baptist girlsbring em on. The significance of a female called Madonna singing the words Like a Virgin could not be downplayed, nor could the effect of little girls around the world singing along with her.



IT HAS often been asked, who is the real Madonna? The popular negative stereotype is that of a publicity-hungry, manipulative ball-breaker, while for many women, she is a beacon of feminism. I have always found her work clear and autobiographical, but her personality complex and disarmingly changeable. Having written biographies of the artists Dusty Springfield and Annie Lennox, and a history of women in popular music, I have always wanted to get to the heart of Madonnas motivations. She is, after all, the best-selling female artist of all time, with over 200 million albums sold throughout the world and fifty-eight top ten U.K. hit singles.


Ever since her Like a Virgin days, I had been building up my own personal Madonna archive, and in 2005 I started writing a book about her. I wanted to look at her life and work as she was approaching fiftywhat kind of issues would this bring up? How had she managed thus far to create and maintain an aesthetic that people of all generations responded to? What was she really about? Perplexed by the contradictory personaevamp, lady of the manor, Kabbalah crusader, female shamanI was searching for a way to understand her. Madonna was more than a postmodern collection of symbols. She was a flesh-and-blood woman, but her shifting identity made her a puzzle.


Whenever I have been faced with this conundrum, I always go back to the songs. Music leaves a psychic imprint. In recorded sound there is the artists world and the artists mind. Using that as my starting point, I listened to Madonnas music and found a compelling story. Whether it was the layers of Catholic liturgy in Like a Prayer, or the dark depths of Erotica, or the shimmering trance of Confessions on a Dance Floor, where Madonnas voice has just become a texture in the music, she was on a personal journey. Sometimes she was in denial, or she was living a melodrama, but often through music she was confronting pain and searching for joy.


I wanted to find out more about how she constructed this journey, and, in so doing, went on one of my own. I went from state-of-the-art recording studios to an apartment in Hornsey, North London, where Doug Wimbish and the post-punk Tackhead crew still hang out. I drove around old haunts in Michigan with a woman who went to school with Madonna, and wandered the windy streets of Detroit. I interviewed directors by swimming pools in L.A., and traveled to New York to meet former friends and collaborators. I walked in Wiltshire fields and trod the plush interior of the Kabbalah HQ in London. I talked to dancers, choreographers, musicians, and producerspeople who had all worked with Madonna. Along the way, I thought about my own Catholic background and my grandmother, who died young after having six children. I thought about what it means to be a woman of a particular generation, born into the first decade of feminism and punk and gay liberation. And what it means to come to motherhood late, and how having a girl makes you militant about wanting to get it right this time.


My search for Madonna became maddening. I kept getting two stark pictures of her: there was the woman who was ruthless in moving on and rude to the competition. And there was a woman that Id never seen beforesweet, childlike, and captivating. When shes in a public place and anywhere shes being looked at, shes very steely and kind of puts up a wall. She seems imperious, like shes acting the star, Madonnas friend, the director James Foley told me. But when she gets home and takes off her coat, its as if she takes off her personality. Her accent even changes from fake Brit to native Detroit. If it was simply a case of public versus private, that would be understandable. But Madonna shifts between the two in a more complex way. It took me a long time to figure it out, right to the end of writing the book.


In interviews Madonna comes across as guarded and studied, as if, as Norman Mailer once remarked, she is playing secretary to herself. The famous sense of humor that so many collaborators mention is not much in evidence. She can be this way with friends, and even dances around husbands and lovers with an intricate push-pull game. But many people who have worked with Madonna talk about her warmth and easy, earthy manner. Is she two different people? It wasnt until I saw footage of her in rehearsals for the Confessions tour that the penny dropped. She looked relaxed and happy. Her face was devoid of makeup, and her clothes casual, but you could tell that every cell of her body was alive and consumed by the process of performance.


The only place where she seems truly herself is when she is doing her work. Away from that she can be self-conscious, status-conscious, everything-conscious. Only in performance are those layers stripped away and its just her. For the moment that she is caught up in the creative process, she forgets herself. Madonna is the sum of all her influences in a given moment. She pulls those influences inwhether its from cinema, club culture, literature, or visual artand lets them move through her body. She reacts to the world, first and foremost, as a dancer, processing and expressing all the information that comes her way. And when it comes out, it isnt haphazard, chaotic, or open-ended. In Madonnas world, it is tied to an aesthetic that she has kept near and clear all her life.


Like all the significant divas, Madonna feeds her life into her work. From the childhood Catholicism to her mothers death to that terrible sexual attack in New York to the white-hot anger of the Sex years to the salvation she found as a mother, Madonnas life is her work, her reason for existence. In 2006 she was at the center of headlines worldwide when she adopted the thirteen-month-old baby, David Banda, from an orphanage in Malawi. Her action sparked off an intense debatewhether she was motivated by a social conscience or her own selfish desires. Stung by the hailstorm of criticism, Madonna said privately: I havent been this hated since I brought out my Sex book in the early 90s. What have I done to deserve this?


Her style is confrontational, her ambition unbound, yet she constantly, compulsively turns her life into fascinating pop art. As her old boyfriend producer Steve Bray said: Her most effective trait was to have her completely dominate you and for you to somehow enjoy the experience. Madonna has become a goddess of our age, and an icon that we have all created. This is her story.


Lucy OBrien
 London, 2007
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THE DEATH OF MADONNA





JUST NORTH OF DETROIT IS THE SUBURB OF PONTIAC. Now a depressed area, back in Madonnas day it was a thriving manufacturing town servicing Detroits huge automobile industry. Rising up by the highway is a cavernous bubble-shaped structure called the Silverdome. It was built in 1970s for Detroits football team, but since the Lions moved downtown in 2002, its been more or less abandoned. In its heyday, it hosted the NBA All-Star games and welcomed such rock bands as Led Zeppelin and The Who. In January 1987, Pope John Paul II celebrated a mass there.


Just across the road from the Silverdome is a small working-class neighborhood. Here Madonna spent her early childhood, at 443 Thors Street, in a modest, pale green single-story house. When I arrived there in 2006, it had a worn, dilapidated air, as if the ghosts hadnt quite left the building. Back in the early 1960s it would have been filled with children. It was Madonnas parents first house, the place where they started their married life and where their eldest daughter first hatched her adventurous dreams.


My grandparents came from Italy on the boat[they] spoke no English at all. They werent very educated, and I think in a way they represented an old lifestyle that my father really didnt want to have anything to do with, Madonna once said. Her grandfather Gaetano Ciccone came from Pacentro, a small village in the Abruzzo region of Italy. He came from a family of peasant farmers, but was encouraged to go to school and broaden his opportunities. In 1920, there was no work for this ambitious teenager, so he left for America, and made his way to Aliquippa, a steel town just outside Pittsburgh. After finding a job working on the blast furnace floor, he brought from Italy his young wife, Michelina di Ulio. They lived in a rented one-bedroom house near the steel mill, and raised six sons, five of whom worked at the mill. The youngest, Madonnas father, Silvio (also known as Tony), was the only one fortunate enough to go to college.


The Ciccones found being an immigrant family tough: there was considerable prejudice against the new wave of European immigrants, particularly Italians, who often came from impoverished backgrounds and were vulnerable to exploitation in the non-unionized mills.


Gaetano worked hard and got into politics. Spurred on by the historic National Labor Relations Act of 1935, which recognized unions, he helped organize a brief but crippling strike at the Aliquippa mill in the summer of 1937, which led to an improvement in the lives of the workers. Madonna later inherited that sense of justice with her inclusive politics and her open support of the Democratic Party. In the early 1990s, for instance, she filmed a public service announcement for the U.S. Rock the Vote campaign, a movement cofounded by MTV, which led to a 20 percent increase in youth turnout in the 1992 election that ushered in President Clinton. And in the wake of the 2003 Iraq War, Madonna was vocal in her opposition to George Bush, urging her fans to go and see Michael Moores controversial documentary Fahrenheit 9/11. In 2004 she endorsed Wesley Clarks Democratic nomination for the U.S. presidential election with the impassioned statement: The future I wish for my children is at risk. Then, two years later, she expressed support for Hillary Clintons campaign for the presidency.


Though she hasnt been as politically active as other major artists, such as Bono or Peter Gabriel, Madonna has campaigned for years on issues like safe sex and AIDS awareness, and has always opposed discrimination, whether on the grounds of race or sex. As a daughter of second-generation immigrants, she was keenly aware of social marginalization.


Her grandfather Gaetano was a strong disciplinarian, who managed to provide for his large family, but daily life was a struggle. The strain showed in his addiction to drink, a habit that took hold after he began making his own homemade wine. Madonna has said that both her paternal grandparents were alcoholics, a factor that played a part in her more abstemious attitude toward drink and drugs. Although the Italian community in Aliquippa was close-knit, it was also restrictive, with women expected to be little more than mothers and homemakers. And higher education, with its threat to traditional values, was treated with a degree of suspicion.


Studious and devout, Tony decided to break free from the restraints of his background. He wanted to be upwardly mobile and go into the educated, prosperous America, Madonna once told Time magazine writer Denise Worrell. I think he wanted us to have a better life than he did when he was growing up. After a stint of military service in Texas in the U.S. Air Force, in 1952, he returned home to Pennsylvania to get a degree in engineering at Geneva College, a Catholic institution in Beaver Falls. He had a long-term plan. The previous year he had met Madonna Fortin, the younger sister of his air force friend Dale Fortin. Tony was invited to Dales wedding at a small chapel on the Goodfellow Air Force Base in Texas, where they worked. The seventeen-year-old Madonna was maid of honor. A quiet beauty with wry wit and a gentle smile, she descended from pioneering French-Canadian stockgenerations of farmers and lumberjacks who worked the land with a pragmatic, determined outlook. Her father, Willard Fortin, was a top manager in a Bay City construction company, and together with her mother, Elsie, raised their eight children to be pious Catholics. She was very beautiful, remembered Madonna. I look like her. I have my fathers eyes but I have my mothers smile and a lot of her facial structure.


It wasnt just Madonna Sr.s beauty that attracted Tony to her, but the fact that she came from a similar hardworking ethnic Catholic background. Both had high ideals and a strong attachment to family. They began courting almost immediately, Tony making the lengthy round trip from Pennsylvania to Bay City as often as he could. A windy town on Lake Huron, near the border with Canada, Bay City was once a center of the logging industry. By the time Madonna Fortin was born, the lumber barons had moved on and the sawmills were nearly gone, to be replaced by the fishing industry. Life there was slow and quiet, like Tony and Madonnas three-year long-distance relationship. They got married after Tonys graduation on July 1, 1955, at the Visitation Church in Bay City. After starting a job as a defense engineer with Chrysler, he moved with his new wife to Pontiac, near Detroit.


Very soon after their wedding, Madonna Sr. became pregnant, and their first child, Anthony, was born on May 3, 1956. Martin arrived a year later on August 9, and the following year, on August 16, 1958, their first daughter, Madonna Louise, was born while the parents were vacationing in Bay City. This little triumvirate was at the center of Ciccone family life: Madonna Jr. had a competitive relationship with her two elder brothers, and together they vied for their parents attention, a factor that is present in the combative, mocking way that Madonna sometimes treats her men. I was considered the sissy of the family, because I relied on feminine wiles to get my way, Madonna said. My older brotherspicked on me, and I always tattled on them to my father. It has taken years for these sibling rivalries to be resolved, and even now there is an uneasy truce. Had Madonna Sr. lived longer, maybe the family dynamics would have been less polarized. By 1959, Madonna lost her status as the only girl, when her sister Paula was born. Christopher arrived in 1960 and Melanie in 1962. By then a shadow hung over the family. Although the Fortins and the Ciccones put on a brave face, pretending that it was business as usual, Madonna Sr. was dying.



WHILE PREGNANT with her youngest daughter, Melanie, Madonna Sr. was diagnosed with breast cancer. Many blamed it on her work as an X-ray technician. The protective lead-lined apron that is now obligatory was then rarely used. Treatment had to be delayed until after Melanie was born, but by then it was too late. Madonna Sr. struggled on for another year, spending more and more time in a hospital. The children were farmed out to relatives, and the times when their mother was at home, she was too exhausted to give them the nurturing they needed.


For five-year-old Madonna Jr., just becoming aware of herself and her place in the world, this was an intensely bewildering experience. As the eldest daughter, she had a strong sense of independence, yet also a deep need to be noticed. She was always challenging her parents, even as a child. Madonna remembers her mother cleaning compulsively, kneeling in the kitchen, scrubbing the floor. She was always picking up after us. We were really messy, awful kids. I remember having these mixed feelings, said Madonna. She spoke of loving her mother but being confused at the lack of boundaries. I think I tortured her. I think little kids do that to people who are really good to them. They cant believe theyre not getting yelled atso they taunt you. I really taunted my mother.


The more her mothers energy ebbed away, the more the little Madonna tried to physically summon it back. There was one oft-quoted memory of her ailing mother trying to rest on the sofa and Madonna beating her on the back, desperate to get a response. Her anger faded when she realized her mother was crying. I remember feeling stronger than she was. I was so little and I put my arms around her and I could feel her body underneath me sobbing and I felt like she was the child. This was a critical moment. Scared by her mothers frailty, Madonna would develop a lifelong aversion to weakness. I knew I could be either sad and weak and not in control, or I could just take control and say its going to get better.


Despite her lax discipline with the children, Madonna Sr. was a trooper. She was remembered as forgiving and angelic. A former dancer and lover of classical music, she had grace, poise, and considerable quiet inner strength. She laughed and joked with her children whenever possible, tried to keep up with the housework, and pretended nothing was wrong; but the strain showed. She spent a year going in and out of the hospital. Then, on December 1, 1963, nine days after the assassination of President Kennedy, she slipped away. She was only thirty years old.


In her teenage years Madonna read Anne Sexton, and discussed with her sisters how much the Pulitzer Prizewinning poet looked like Madonna Sr. Sextons poetry resonated with her, no doubt because of its intense exploration of life, art, and death. Like many of the women Madonna admires, from Sylvia Plath to Virginia Woolf and Frida Kahlo, Sexton had a troubled life, fighting depression and inner torment. And, like the work of these women, her work was highly personal, often autobiographical, and laced at times with gallows humor. Sexton committed suicide in 1974, after publishing eight collections of poetry that combined beat style with high-art Romanticism and a graphic sense of the emerging feminism. Her economy of language and unflinching look at death in poems such as Madonna, which was about the death of Sextons mother from cancer, would surface later as an influence on Madonnas later albums. But in the early 1970s, to a teenage girl missing her mother and looking for answers, Sextons poetry just offered a strange kind of solace.


Madonna Sr.s funeral was held in 1963 at the Visitation Church in Bay City, the same church where she had gotten married eight years previously. She was laid in an open casket, decked out like an angel. Only one thing was askew. Her mouth, as Madonna remarked many years later, looked funny. When she got closer and peered at her mothers face, she saw that Madonna Sr.s lips had been sewn together. This nightmarish image was to haunt her for years to come, and it was one she appeared to have later captured on the somber black-and-white video for Oh Father. After her death, Madonna Sr. was symbolically silenced. The angel of the house, the humble martyr, could never again speak her truth, could never tell her daughters what her life was really like, could never grow old with them, could never mature and in that maturing show her fallibility, her doubts and in securities as well as her wisdom. Instead all that was preserved were a few precious photographs, some enigmatic Super 8 film of family occasions, and a pristine memory of perfection that could never be tarnished. For Madonna Jr., her mothers perceived purity was a standard that was also impossible for her to live up to.


No wonder Madonnas work is littered with allusions to secrecy and the need for disclosure, with urgent exhortations to speak out and express oneself. I hardly said a word, I couldnt stop her talking, remembers Pet Shop Boys vocalist Neil Tennant, who interviewed her as a Smash Hits journalist in the early 1980s. Many friends remark on her garrulousness, her need to verbalize what she is wrestling with at any given moment. In interviews she is articulate, wordy, sometimes using words as a shield to protect herself from people she accuses of trying to rape [her] soul.


Madonnas journey through songwriting started here. First, as a former boyfriend and DJ Mark Kamins says, through nursery rhymes that projected the artful innocence of her five-year-old self, a Dionysian celebration of loving and dancing, a world populated by angels and heroes. Then there was the searching, rebellious phase, the questions about religion, sex, and erotica; and then there was the movement toward spiritual transformation, political doubt, and a new kind of transcendence. The restlessness, however, would never be resolved.


Madonnas life has been set up in opposition to her mothers. If her mothers silence meant death, then she would speak out. If her mothers illness meant sleep was dangerous, because one could die in her sleep, well, then, she would stay awake. If her mothers body failed her, Madonna would make sure she was in peak physical condition. She chose dance, not just as her primary means of expression but also as a way of exhibiting physical strength and stamina, feeling alive and rooted in the present. Sometimes I just assume Im going to live forever, she once declared. I dont want to die. Its the ultimate unknown. I dont want to go to the dark beyond. She avoided drugs and alcohol, because anything that tranquilized the spirit was a mini-death, a threat to her being focused and knowing where everything is. A friend suggests that Madonna doesnt reflect. She just doesnt do it. She has no interest in what she did last week, let alone ten years ago. Its accomplish one thing, then on to the next.


Madonna has talked about growing up fast after her mothers death, and learning to rely on no one but herself. According to the groundbreaking psychologist John Bowlby, the most frightening characteristic of a dead animal or a dead person is their immobility. What more natural, therefore, for a child who is afraid he may die than for him to keep moving. He also identified overactivity andcompulsive self-reliance as a disorder that often develops after childhood bereavement.


At odds with this picture, though, was the grief-stricken five-year-old who became agoraphobic, who couldnt leave the house without being physically sick, who stayed close to her father, almost clinging to him for comfort. For five years after she died, I dreamed every night of people jumping on me and trying to strangle me, she once said. Madonna also became what Bowlby termed a compulsive caregiver, looking after her younger siblings and replacing her mother as the next little mother of the household. For as long as her father remained a widower, grieving and single, she could continue under the illusion that she now fulfilled that crucial role. In later years, she acted that part with her dancers, proclaiming that she was mother to them all, a common instinct with choreographers keen to keep their company intact and working as a team.


A succession of housekeepers were employed to keep the Ciccone tribe in check. But like the governesses dispatched by the Von Trapp family in The Sound of Music, or those repelled by the children in Nanny McPhee, they never lasted more than a few months. That was until the disciplined but devoted Joan Gustafson arrived. Until then, a bereaved Tony Ciccone had retreated and buried himself in his work, struggling to keep his young family together. Like the traditional Victorian patriarch, he couldnt do it on his ownhe needed a woman to nurture his six motherless children. Joan coaxed him out of his shell, and within six months the two were married. At the age of eight, Madonna was usurped. On top of losing her mother, she was abandoned by her father, the person with whom she felt she had a special relationship.


From that point, she began to develop a tough emotional edge. You can see it in the family pictures: a prepubescent Madonna, long brown hair cascading to her waist, one hand placed possessively on her fathers arm, looking uncertain, haunted, into the camera. Uncertainty dogged her, but anger replaced the earlier sadness. She rebelled against her stepmother, Joan, refusing to call her Mom and flouting her rules. In her mothers death, Madonna found a curious kind of liberation. I think the biggest reason I was able to express myself and not be intimidated was by not having a mother. Women are traditionally raised to be subservient, passivethe man is supposed to be the pioneer. He makes the money, he makes the rules. I know thatmy lack of inhibition comes from my mothers death, she once said. For example, mothers teach you manners. And I absolutely did not learn any of those rules and regulations.


Madonna did not grow up with a constant model of motherhood, but in the end, that gave her an alternative way of looking at the world. In 1976, the feminist poet Adrienne Rich wrote: Mother stands for the victim in ourselves, the unfree woman, the martyr. In her flawless devotion to her religion and her family, Madonna Sr. provided a model of selflessness. Catholicism is a very masochistic religion. And I saw my mother doing things that really affected me. She was passionately religious, swooning with it, Madonna remembered.


Madonna Sr. had been influenced by Jansenism, an interpretation of Catholic doctrine formulated in the seventeenth century by the Dutch theologian Cornelius Jansen. A product of the Reformation, it was Catholicism with a Puritan streak, marked by an austere, pessimistic view of life. According to theologian Richard McBrien: It promoted the theory of predestination and a morally rigorous style of Christian lifeSince Original Sin has so radically corrupted human nature, everything purely natural is evil. Grace is given only to the few. It was popular in France, becoming a key part of the training of many priests, and was transplanted with the immigrant population to French-speaking Canada. Much of preVatican II U.S. Catholicisms obsession with sexual morality, continues McBrien, and its relatively narrow eucharistic piety (e.g., infrequent reception of Communion and then only after going to Confession) has been linkedto this Jansenist influence.


Much has been made of Madonnas Italian Catholic background, but her mothers French side is just as strong. French Catholicism is a defining force, a source of energy for worldwide Catholicism. Her mothers faith was about living a life of holiness, with a daily examination of conscience. The theory of Original Sin is that one is born with alienation from God, and a believer has to work his or her way back to God through daily prayer. For Madonna Sr., every day was, in a sense, working toward her death, as the quality of her passing was dependent on how she lived her life. Her devotional practicewhether it was stringent fasting, kneeling on rice, or sleeping on coat hangersinvolved pain and perseverance. Though Madonna Sr. nurtured her young family with kindness and compassion, she also did so with a stringent sense of self-discipline, assuming her mothering role with the seriousness of a vocation.


My mother was a religious zealot, Madonna said later. There were always nuns and priests in my house growing up. I dont know how curious my mother was, how much she pushed to know what was going on behind the curtain, and thats my personalityI want to know whats going on behind what I can seemy mother was certain she was doing the right thing, so maybe we have that in common. As a small girl, Madonna imbibed this holy atmosphere. On the Good Friday before Easter her mother would cover up all the religious pictures and statues in the house with purple cloth. Until Christ rose from the dead. I thought it a bizarre ritual but quite beautiful, Madonna said. She was also aware of her mother covering up the Sacred Heart statues when a woman once came in wearing jeans. Much later Madonna referenced this image with a close-up of the crotch of her denim jeans on the cover of her 1989 Like a Prayer album. The jeans also appeared with a working zipper on a limited edition of the single Express Yourself. In her mothers day, jeans amounted to sacrilege. According to the doctrine of Enthronement, having a Sacred Heart image was like having a priest in your home. As religious writer Joseph P. Chinnici suggests, Its a central act, the placement of the picture of the Sacred Heart in a prominent place, accompanied by the familys commitment to prayfor societys apostasy, was consciously directed against the forces of divorce, irreligious education, the violation of the sanctity of marriage, and the campaign against Christian standards of modesty in dress, in the press and in the movies.



GIRLS USUALLY begin a gradual separation from their mothers at puberty, but Madonna had to make that separation much earlier. With her mothers death, she felt psychologically free in a way that was unusual for a girl of her generation. As therapists Luise Eichenbaum and Susie Orbach argue, When a woman gives birth to a daughter she is in a sense reproducing herselfMother must prepare her for a life spent, like hers, in taking care of others. Mother, whether she is consciously aware of it or not, must also prepare her daughter to take her place in society as a second-class citizen.


A woman learns from her mother how to suppress her own needs, and passes this on to her daughter. Instead of absorbing this ambivalent message, the young Madonna shifted identification to her father. According to Eichenbaum and Orbach, the father is the link to the world outside the family, and the daughter must use him as access to that worldFather encourages his daughter to charm him and a male audience, to attract and hold his attention in specifically defined feminine ways, as she will later need to do. Teenage girls often identify with Daddy as a way of gaining independence, but for Madonna, this process started early. The showing panties stories are legion: At any given opportunity she would do gymnastics, show off, or flip up her skirt at the boys. She was acting out teenage anxiety before she was even a preteen. She was preparing her way in the world from the age of five, and her modelproactive, self-determining, goal-centeredwas male.



ONE OF Madonnas first, primary relationships was with her audience. It has been remarked that although they were very volatile, the Ciccone family didnt seem that close. Consciously ignoring step-mother Joan, competitive with her siblings, and craving attention from her hardworking father, Madonna grew up with a deep longing to be touched. Physicality has always been important to her, not just through sex and the dynamics of relationship but also in the connection she experiences with an audience. While she performs, the audience feeds back her own pulsating energy.


She has always had an awareness of dress, of costume, of disguise. The nuns at Saint Andrews, her Catholic elementary school, fascinated her, because they wore long, dark habits. Curious about what lay beneath these mysterious clothes, she and a friend would climb up to convent windows to spy on them undressing.


She recognized their power.


The nuns habits were symbolic of their status as brides in mourning. When a nun took her vows, it was as if she were marrying Christ. She would lie prostrate before the altar (an image that Madonna has replicated in both her Sex book and her Confessions tour), as a declaration of love for the Holy Spirit. Because priests and nuns remain celibate, there is a seam of repressed sexuality in Catholicism. As a result of that repression, sexuality becomes the focus.


Early on, Madonna felt compelled to acknowledge the sexual undertow she felt in Catholic teaching. Chafing against Joans insistence on dressing all the Ciccone girls in clothes cut from identical patterns, Madonna found ways to assert her own stylewhether it was wearing tight sweaters, short skirts, and red lipstick,  la 1950s floozy, or going to church in a coat and nothing on underneath. She made it her mission to solder that connection between sex and spirituality and this was the link that she was to make in her work, over and over, for years to come.
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A MAGICAL PLACE





IN 1968, MADONNAS FAMILY MOVED FROM PONTIAC TO A bigger house in the more affluent suburb of Rochester. Her father was doing well in his career, working as an optics and defense engineer for General Dynamics. The house where she spent her teenage years was at 2036 Oklahoma Street, Rochester Hills, a colonial-style building with a generous garden surrounded by pine trees and poplars.


Even though people thought our parents were crazy for living in Rochester, saying How could you live out there? All the way out there?, it was a real comfortable place to grow up, Kim Drayton told me. A woman who was at school with Madonna, she has warm memories of their hometown. You could ride your bike three miles into town, and there was a big forest behind our subdivision that we could explore. In the summertime youd leave in the morning and not come back till dinner. Youd have lunch at a friends house or pack and go somewhere, ride your bike through the woods or by the fields. When Madonna was young, Rochester was a new suburb on the edge of the countryside, near dirt roads, farms, and open fields. Kim paints an idyllic picture of a close-knit community of young families: It was a huge mixture of families. Just about everybody worked for the car companies. All the dads, I should say, as back then moms didnt work outside the home. And just about everybody went to church, and you knew everybody in the church.


Madonnas family went to Saint Andrews church, a large concrete 1960s affair decorated with iron sculptures of Christ and vivid stained-glass windows. The car park is spaciousDrayton asserts that in its heyday, on a Sunday it would be full. The Ciccone family were regulars there, and made an impact in the neighborhood. They were a big Catholic family. I remember her dad looking old, kind of weathered. And her stepmom, very attractive, says Kim. Her mother, Maree Cooper, worked with Joan as a teachers aid at the elementary school. Joan was a wonderful, wonderful girl. She had two younger onesJennifer, a sweet girl, and Mario, a little guy who was great with video equipment. Every time we had a problem we went to him, he was so mechanical. Joan was very concerned about her children, particularly those two, she recalls. Whenever we needed her we could call on her. You couldnt say that for everyone. As for Madonnas father, Maree met him only once or twice. He was a very quiet little man. Not at all like his daughter!


The Ciccone children were a mixed bunch. According to a former classmate, Martin was flamboyant, loud, and kind of obnoxious. He was quite over the top, and later he did try and take advantage of his relationship with Madonna. Anthony was very smart and quiet and kept himself to himself, while Christopher, an agile dancer with a strong artistic flair, turned out to have the most in common with his famous sister. However, he was always more guarded. Im a very private person and not terribly gregarious. I cherish the privacy that I have and Im sorry that she doesnt have as much, he once said. But thats what she wantedI dont need to be a star.


As for the girls, Paula is fiercely independent and a little more angular than her sister. She was really nice, not as eccentric as Madonna, remembers Kim. Madonna had the looks, she was very attractive, even way back then, but Paula was always very plain, not a lot of makeup, not being a cheerleader or anything like that. Melanie, too, had some of that Ciccone quirkiness. She was half blonde and half brunette, and I remember her being differentbeing, you know, just different, Kim laughs. Then there was Madonnas half brother and sister, Mario and Jennifer. As the eldest girl, Madonna was required to change nappies and help with household chores. She doesnt recall this period as being much fun. I resented it, because when all my friends were out playing, I felt like I had all these adult responsibilities. I saw myself as the quintessential Cinderella.


The children went to the same schools, moving from Saint Andrews elementary to West Junior High, a squat, square building on Old Perch Road in Rochester. The move marked a transition in Madonnas development as a performershe took tap and jazz lessons, and began to act in school productions. The turning point came at the age of twelve, when she shocked the audience at the school talent show by dancing to The Whos Baba OReilly wearing little more than a fluorescent body stocking. Her father was not impressed. A disciplinarian at home, he felt uneasy with his daughter appearing so publicly out of control. Madonnas eldest brother, Martin, remembered a home life where certain values held sway. I wouldnt call it strict, Id call it conservative. My father was a strong believer in leadership, maintaining a competitive edge, pray, do well at school, and you will reap the rewards of your investment.


Yet although Madonna rebelled against sartorial rules and criticized the double standards that meant her brothers could get away with behavior she couldnt, she has always had a deeply conventional streak. A straight-A student (spurred on by the extra pocket money Tony Ciccone gave if one of his children had a good report card), she knew how to play the system from the start. Bitch never had to study, man. Never. Got straight As, recalled Martin. I studied all the time but my mind wasnt on it. I did it because I was supposed to. Madonna did it cause she knew it would get her on to the next phase. And maybe Tonys financial reward for achievement planted in Madonnas psyche the need to always make her art a commercial success.


In 1972 she transferred to Adams High, a large, brand-new school on the corner of Tienken and Adams, next to open fields and golf courses. It attracted higher-income families. Kids nicknamed it the Country Club, says Drayton. Those of us who had gone to West Junior High divided into those who went to Adams High, and those who went to Rochester. We became rivals in all of our games. Rochester was downtown, and because of the way the boundary lines were split, the Adams area was more high-income. Here, the aspiring Madonna gained the ultimate marker of social status and acceptance by joining the cheerleading squad. It seems strange that, with her nonconformist streak, Madonna opted for such a conventional role in high school. But this combination of athletics and choreography was a physical outlet for her. It also gave her a degree of power among her peers.


High school campuses are like little villages, and being a cheerleader is the apex of female status in that hierarchy, suggests Dr. Wendy Fonarow, writer and anthropologist at UCLA. You can wear cute, sexy skirts that are very appealing. Its provocative dress thats socially sanctioned. Cheerleading is the high school ideal; you can use it to solidify your queen bee status. And theres prestige for guys going out with cheerleaders; its a great way for a girl to get noticed. For the cheerleaders and football players, high school is often the best time of their lives. Theyre the kings and queens of their universe.


Adams High has a well-equipped mini-stadium. You walk down a slope at the side of the concrete school building to the football field at the end. Though windy and exposed, this is an atmospheric place. It feels carefully tended and well-loved, and it is easy to imagine the young teenage Madonna executing her choreographed moves here, getting her first taste of crowd adulation. In her junior year, she looked very mainstream. She was part of the Kids Lend a Hand program, where older students helped out the younger ones, recalls Kim. A lot of those girls were cheerleaders; most of them were very smart. Now its about the show-offs, but back then it was those who were smart, pretty, and popular. If you werent all those things, you never tried out for cheerleading. You didnt fit, so to speak.


Madonna took part in the teenage party scene. Although she wasnt a big drinker, the social whirl revolved around alcohol. We used to go out drinking all the time, says Kim. Then there were still a lot of dirt roads in the area, so wed meet at the gravel pit and bring liquor and thered be big parties until the cops came. People would have live bands and kegs of beer at their parties. Wed pay five bucks and it was all-you-could-drink. I remember wed rent out rooms at the Spartan Motel, and have parties there. Madonnas father observed a fairly strict curfew, however, so sometimes she had to sneak out under cover of darkness to go to a party.


Popular, sexually curious, and never short of boyfriends, Madonna lost her virginity at the age of fifteen, to a high school heartthrob, Russell Long. After a spell of long trysts in the back of his light blue 1966 Cadillac, Madonna shifted her attention to a school football player, Nick Twomey (now a reverend in Traverse City, Michigan). Both have described her as a sensitive, confused person, troubled by her family relationships. Although her outward persona was the alpha-female loudmouth, that was misleading. Because she was upfront and flirtatious, she was branded by some of her peers as a slut, but Madonna has protested that she was never promiscuous; she slept only with her steady boyfriends. Here we have a misreading that set the tone for the rest of her lifes choices. On one level, she has been perceived as a shameless, publicity-hungry harlot who makes run-of-the-mill pop music. On another level, there is the thoughtful artist who turned herself into a vivid spectacle. Achievement and approval were clearly important to her, but she also cultivated a rich inner lifeone that was questing and nonconformist from the start.


Like the anti-cheerleaders dressed in somber black in the Nirvana video for Smells Like Teen Spirit, with their limp pompoms and blood-red anarchy signs on their vests, Madonna took a sudden left turn. She drifted away from the jocks to ballet, bohemianism, and existentialism. There was a real transformation, recalls Kim. In the sophomore year, she was a cheerleader, with smiles on her face and long hair and very attractive, then by her senior year she had short hair. She was in the thespian society, and she didnt shave her legs anymore, you know, like all of us did, and she didnt shave her armpits. Everyone was like, Oh, what happened to her? She was popular as a cheerleader, then became very individual, so different from everybody else. She didnt smile so much and was kind of standoffish.


Wyn Cooper, a former date and close friend, remembers Madonna as one of the few students who moved between groups. Adams High was a school that was divided between the jocks, those into sports, and the freaks, who were into smoking pot and cigarettes and not going to class. Madonna was a cheerleader, so that put her into the jock category, but she was also a free spirit and thinker, so that put her more in the freak category.


Cooper met Madonna when she was fourteen and had just transferred to Adams High. He was a year ahead of her, and quite struck by her. She wandered around our neighborhood with a couple of other young girls, and one day came over to my house. I remember thinking, Theres an interesting, pretty girl. She seemed kind of shy. We developed a friendship and hung out. He remembers their high school as being predominantly middle-class. The school had money, so it got high-quality teachers. There was also rampant drug abusemainly pot, also acid and mushrooms and a lot of drinking. I had a Mercury Capri with an eight-track tape player and giant cassettes. Madonna and I would hop in the car, drive around, and listen to Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars while enjoying a little marijuana. Though Madonna said later that she wasnt interested in drugs, it seems she wasnt averse to a little teenage experimentation.


The picture he paints is at odds with the received notion of Madonna the teenager as endless feisty party girl. She was a little bit aloof. She took herself more seriously than most of us did at that age. She kept to herself more than most, she didnt run around in cliques. She read more than your average high school student, says Cooper. I read a book a day. School was good but it wasnt challenging for me. Shed ask me what I was reading, and Id pass books on to her. She loved Lady Chatterleys Lover, and Aldous Huxley. Now an established poet and songwriter (his poem Fun was turned into Sheryl Crows 1993 Grammy Awardwinning song All I Wanna Do), Cooper impressed Madonna with his pithy poetry. She used to say, When you grow up youre going to be my favorite poet.


Cooper saw another side to her one day. It was really hot, so I said, Dyou want to go skinny-dipping? I ripped my clothes off and dove into a pond. She slowly stripped off her clothes. I was stunned. She usually wore loose-fitting clothes and didnt stand out as extraordinarily beautiful, but underneath she had a perfect body. Cooper dated her a few times, but their romance didnt take off, as they had more in common as friends. Once he made a short 8-mm film with her, as part of a high school project. It featured Madonna and her best friend, Carol Belanger, in bikinis by a swimming pool.


Its a silly little film with eggs at the center of it, recalls Cooper. Madonna stands facing the camera, takes a raw egg, cracks it above her head, and lets it drip into her mouth. The camera watches as it drips down her chin between her breasts. She then lies down on the deck and Carol cracks a raw egg onto Madonnas stomach. With a quick, surreal twist, the egg is fried on the stomach. For that shot Carol went into the house and fried an egg. I spliced the film together with Scotch tape. Suddenly a fried egg is sitting there. Carol puts salt and pepper on it and eats the egg off Madonnas stomach. I painted the closing credits across a urinal and got a friend to stand to the side and slowly piss it off. Im very proud of it. I got an A for it in film class!


With its subliminal hint of lesbian erotica, the film was Madonnas first foray into acting. It was the first time she appeared in a film. It was also a film that focused on her navelwhich became her logo. With Cooper, Madonna started exploring an interest in the arts that was to blossom later when she went to New York. Although she had an ease and charm popular with the jock section of the school, there was a side to Madonna that had yet to be expressed.


She wasnt an overly charismatic personality. Youd never have guessed shed become a world-famous pop star. Thats why it was so surprising to many of us when she became big. I remember going to the store and seeing her face on an album. I thought, Oh my God, thats her. I dont believe it! Everyone was very shocked. How did she get to be there? It seemed like such a big change, says Cooper.


Madonna the stage persona was an invention, a powerful projection fed by a childhood diet of Hollywood films, Broadway musicals, and offbeat poetry. It was as if this fermented inside her for years until she found the right outlet for her talent. The only thing that stood out was how well she could dance, recalls Cooper. Everyone would get out of the way and watch her. She combined The Temptations with little syncopated routines, a cross between that and modern dance and Broadway musical. Her thing was a real mishmash, but it worked. Kim Drayton, too, remembers how Madonnas true self seemed to shine on the dance floor. She danced incredibly and so different from everyone else. It was a kind of showstopper. I remember thinking, Oh wow, she can dance!


What spurred Madonnas move from cheerleader to bohemian was ballet. By the age of fifteen, she had outgrown high school politics and popularity contests, and reached the limits of local jazz and tap classes. Looking for something more rigorous and demanding, Madonna joined an evening ballet class in a second-floor studio on Main Street in Rochester. This was where she met Christopher Flynn, thirty years her senior. He was her dance teacher, mentor, and the most important man in her life after her father.


AS SOON AS she met Christopher Flynn, her life took off. Not only did he demand from Madonna complete dedication to her craft, but he also broadened her influences, encouraged her reading and her interest in fine art. He took her to concerts and art galleries in Detroit, and they went dancing in gay clubs. Madonna was a blank page, believe me, and she wanted desperately to be filled in, he once said. She had a thirst for learningthat would not be denied.


Madonnas escapades in Detroit separated her from her schoolmates. The race riots of 1967 had left the area in turmoil. Car-manufacturing industries were beginning to pull out of the city, and there were marked social divisions. Detroit was a no-go area in the 70s, recalls Kim. Back then, it was, Black people live in Detroit and you dont go there, you dont mix with those kind of people. My grandparents lived on Woodward Avenue, at Nine Mile, and you were never allowed to go to Eight Mile. You know, Eminems Eight Mile. That was the dividing line between white and black, between right and wrong.


Despite the racial prejudice that divided the city and its suburbs, there was a rich musical cross-pollination that Madonna grew up with, and which later influenced her sound. Right back to her early childhood in Pontiac, she had a strong interest in black style. She remembered dancing in backyards to Motown 45s with her black girlfriends. None of the white kids I knew would ever do that, she said. I wanted to be a part of the dancingI had to be beaten up so many times by these little black girls before they would accept me, and finally one day they whipped me with a rubber hose till I was, like, lying on the ground crying. And then they just stopped doing it all of a sudden and let me be their friend, part of their group. Madonnas backyard dancing gave her the edge over her white schoolmates, an understanding of what was musically hip.


Like everything else in Detroit, it goes back to the automobile, and specifically the black Southerners who migrated here in the early twentieth century and brought music traditions with them, says Brian McCollum, music critic for the Detroit Free Press. Its one of the ironies of Detroit that its considered to be one of the most segregated cities in the United States, but in the cultural sphere there has always been a mingling of black and white. You saw it with Motown, which was basically a group of black musicians and entrepreneurs catering not just to a black audience but, in a big way, to a white audience for the first time.


The automobile industry created a new, more prosperous blue-collar class, which allowed a vigorous nightlife to flourish. There was a collision of R&B and rock with white 60s and 70s artists like Mitch Ryder, Ted Nugent, and Bob Seger. They were literally just imitating black singers. Today, Eminem and Kid Rock are obvious examples of white stars whove latched onto black music forms, McCollum adds. Because of the lack of a public transit system, people in Detroit drove everywhere in their cars, and by the 1950s radio became very important. There were numerous stations playing an eclectic range of music. Madonna would have been exposed to that simply by being a typical Detroit-area teenager, turning on her radio after school. She wouldve been hearing stuff on WGLB, the big black station. It was a really vibrant place. You could kind of soak it up like a sponge.


On her trips to downtown Detroit, Madonna also became aware of gay culture, which in the early 1970s was totally taboo. Just leaving Rochester, our safe little haven, and seeing the world in Detroits eyes would be so different, says Kim. And back then homosexuality wasnt even discussed. Just as Madonnas adult self was emerging at the age of sixteen, she found a gay man to make sense of her world. For a young woman raised in stultifying suburbia, negotiating her way around the straight binary gender politics of high school, the gay underground represented freedom and release. In school I felt like such a misfitI kept seeing myself through macho heterosexual eyes. Because I was a really aggressive woman, guys thought of me as a really strange girl. I know I frightened them. I didnt add up for them. They didnt want to ask me out. I felt inadequate, she said later. And suddenly when I went to the gay club, I didnt feel that way anymore. I just felt at home. I had a whole new sense of myself.


In the mid-1970s, pre-AIDS, this subculture was buoyed up by the exuberant campaigns of the gay liberation movement. In its hedonistic pursuit of pleasure there was a theatricality and creativity that captivated her and became one of her key reference points.


The main club that Flynn took Madonna to was Menjos. Originally a ritzy supper club where Al Capone used to take his mistress, it opened as one of Detroits premier gay night spots in December 1974.


It was the hottest dance club in the city. We were open seven days a week from noon to two a.m., and there were always people waiting in line, recalls one of the cofounders, Randy Frank. Madonna used to come here and act all crazy and giddy and dance around. She was the center of attention. She didnt drink, she was just the life of the party. She was a cool chick, really outgoing. She had beautiful eyes. I remember her eyesGod, they were beautiful.


Then a classic 70s nightclub with mirrors on the wall, carpeting on the floor, and an expansive dance floor dominated by a huge mirror ball, Menjos was a hot venue in a new era of freedom for gay men. Until the Stonewall riots in 1969, when crowds of gay and transsexual people clashed with New York City police and created a watershed moment for gay rights worldwide, homosexuals going to bars were regularly harassed and victimized. In the 60s there was a Detroit bar called Woodward that was constantly being raided. My uncle was bailed out once a month. Hed get busted and beaten up going in and out of the bars. Young gays dont realize how good they got it now, says Frank. When Menjos opened in the 70s, it was still technically illegal in Michigan to promote sexual deviancy. Luckily the guy next door was friendly with the police department, and so, they left us alone. Frank remembers how the disco scene brought us out of the closet. He paints a vivid picture of a Sunday tea dance at three-thirty, packed to the gills with eight hundred people. Co-owner with Frank was a charismatic man named Michael Crawford, who ran the place like Michigans Studio 54, but without the promiscuity and the drugs. This bar put gayness on the map. We were legendary.


Madonna drew on its energy and danced to hundreds of disco classics there, from KC & The Sunshine Bands Thats The Way I Like It to Earth Wind & Fires Twelfth of Never. She continued going there even after she left Detroit. There are mixed memories of the early Madonna. Richard Hojna, a barman at the club since 1975, says: She was just a little girl from Rochester. That was before she was Madonna. She liked to party, but none of us thought shed be anyone special. She was just one of the crowd. To Crawford (who passed away in 1988), though, Madonna had a dynamic quality. He was flamboyant in a classy, dignified way, remembers Frank. Nothing but the best for my customers, hed say. Hed go crazy to put on a party and make people happy. He had this energy about him. Madonna got his attention, and he got hers.


Madonna has described herself as a gay man trapped in a womans body, motivated by the Hollywood sirens of high camp. She once asked Christopher Flynn why he was attracted to men, saying I wish I understood it. Even in her early student days, she was keen to tap into the gay sensibility. Look at women like Judy Garland and Marilyn Monroe, she said. I wish I knew what it is about them. Is it the glamour? Is it their behavior? When Flynn suggested that it was because of their air of tragedy, something gay men as an oppressed group could identify with, Madonna scoffed: Forget it, I could never be tragic. What she did pick up on, however, was these divas love of extravagant artifice and heightened sense of irony.


To the teenage Madonna, Flynn was a love object, an older man who was a guide to the theatrical world she craved, safe because he was gay. He was my mentor, my father, my imaginative lover, my everything, she has said. It made her less vulnerable to exploitation, it gave her psychic space. He created the perfect dynamic for her: career opportunities and artistic passion. She responded well to his strict regime of ballet lessons, and lapped up the freewheeling street education he gave her in the fine arts. It was also in the gay clubs that she discovered her own bisexual identity and yen for sexual experimentation.


DESPITE HER confident, A-student persona, Madonna felt like a misfit. Flynn was the first person who made her feel beautiful. I knew I was voluptuous for my age, but Id never had a sense of myself being beautiful until he told me, she said. Thanks to his attention to discipline and fine, expressive lines of ballet, she was able to find herself. I feel superior. I feel a warrior, she declared. A dedicated teacher of dance, Flynn had a slightly sadistic edge, making his students dance until their feet bled, or pinching their thighs to make them stretch higher, or holding a sharp pencil between a dancers throat and chin to make sure she kept her head straight. Madonna was undeterred by thismaybe her desire to create the ideal physical shape echoed her mothers own strenuous efforts at perfection.


As her artistic world opened up, Madonna withdrew from her classmates in the senior class and changed her appearance. She wore dungarees, combat boots, and no makeup. Friends were shocked at the transformation. The wisecracks were out, remembered one. She became almost like a gypsy, said another. Much has been made of Madonna as a postmodern icon, yet all her reference points have been resolutely modernistfrom Steinbeck and Fitzgerald to Virginia Woolf and Sylvia Plath, to her predilection for narrative, psychoanalysis, and personal exploration. In the same way that she later created a succession of images, Madonna adopted the look of beat-poet bohemian, and the aloof attitude to go with it.


By 1976, she was already outta there. As her friend Wyn Cooper says, She, like many of us, got the hell out as soon as we could. We knew there was a bigger, more interesting world out there. Madonna was to take the work ethic of Detroit and apply it to her show-business career. She was a product of her environment, says Brian McCollum. Ive heard people say here, I knew a Madonna in high school. I knew somebody who had that personality and that attitude and that vibe. Detroit turned out many self-motivators because, according to songwriter Gardner Cole, a native from the area, There was nothing to do. The winters are so brutally long there, unless youre into snowmobiling or ice-fishing theres nothing to do but stay indoors. We called it wood-shedding. Like if you were into music, youd go into a room and keep playing and playing. Its not like L.A. We didnt have a beach to hang out on. So, later on, when some of us went out West, wed run circles around everybody, because we were much more driven.


COMBINING THAT driving energy with judicious application, Madonna graduated from Adams High a semester early. Backed up by Flynn, she won a dance scholarship to the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. It was here that her horizons truly broadened. By the time she arrived at the University of Michigan, Christopher Flynn had taken up a professorship in the dance department, so he was able to continue tutoring his young protge. A laid-back, pleasant college town half an hour west of Detroit, with dreaming spires and alternative cafs, it was a comfortable place for her to be. One of the top colleges in the United States, it has been dubbed the Harvard of Michigan. The dance department is part of the Performing Arts faculty, with spacious, airy dance studios. Michigans long tradition of academic excellence and strong technique training is sure to put its dancers on the edge of the evolution of dance, asserts Bill DeYoung, chair of the department. Its about using your discipline of dance as your creative voice, and then finding your own way, finding
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