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Author’s Note

Madonna: A Rebel Life is, ostensibly, a book about one person. But I found, during the five-plus years that I researched and wrote it, that it wasn’t possible to re-create Madonna in a pop music vacuum. She is not just an entertainment icon, she is an artist who has changed cultural and social history globally. To tell her story, therefore, I had to tell our story as one century ended and another began, as she influenced the world and it influenced her.

That meant that the mound of material I had to work with grew exponentially, and the references attached to the text filled hundreds of pages. For this book, Little, Brown and I have decided to move that important but voluminous information online. The following URL will direct you to all the source material I used, from the individual references throughout the book, which can be found in the endnotes, to the bibliography, where full citations are available.

https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/mary-gabriel/madonna/9780316456470/





Chapter 1

Pontiac, 1958–1963

I don’t think he had words for his pain.1

 — Madonna

The houses were modest, the families inside young and frugal. In the summer, it felt like a neighborhood of children, whose adventures took place in small yards bordered by a chain-link fence, train tracks, and beyond that a sewer system that would, when they were old enough to climb the fence, become a new place to play.2 When they were young, though, the yards were the extent of their world, and that was plenty. It was a world of motion and noise: cries and laughter, the sound of records and radios, the clatter and chatter from mothers cooking, cleaning, and hanging up clothes, and the shouted greetings of fathers, day and night, at the start and end of their shifts, mostly in GM factories. Only at twilight, after the children were in bed, did the streets grow quiet enough to hear the occasional TV laugh track through an open window and the continuous buzz of an electrical tower that loomed over the neighborhood, driving them all mad.3

Pontiac’s Herrington Hills, like so many communities across the United States, was peopled with men and women busily rebuilding society after World War II. Theirs was the stuff of the American dream: faith, family, country. What made Pontiac unique was that its citizens were people of many ethnicities and races, all having been recruited in previous decades to come north to Michigan to work in the exploding auto industry. African Americans, Mexicans, Eastern Europeans, Italians, Irish — anyone and everyone from throughout the United States and abroad who wanted a union job and a settled future. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, GIs back from fighting joined the influx, and whole neighborhoods sprouted up to house them, just as schools were built to educate their children.4 That was key to the dream. Having survived a hideous recent past, they wanted a better future for their children. They found it in Pontiac, where the school district became the best in the state.5

Silvio “Tony” Ciccone, twenty-four, and his new bride, Madonna Fortin, twenty-two, added to the Herrington Hills bustle when they moved into a small bungalow on Thors Street, in 1955. Their arrival came amid a second great wave of migration into the community, which filled it with people their age and at the same stage of life.6 That meant that when Madonna began having children — five in five years, beginning with Anthony, in 1956, and Martin, in 1957 — she was surrounded by mothers doing the same. The community of strangers became family, and that strengthened the young couple’s bond as they embarked on what they fully expected would be a long and happy life together.

Tony Ciccone was the youngest of six boys born to Italian immigrants from the Adriatic region of Abruzzo who had settled in western Pennsylvania to work in the steel mills. His family was physically in the United States, but in every other way it had remained in Italy. The Ciccones lived among Italians, spoke Italian in the home and on the street, and filled their house with the dark and death-oriented Catholic imagery that made southern Italian churches so terrifying.7 All the boys worked in the steel mills except Tony, who joined the air force and went to college. He exemplified the first-generation immigrant spirit. He was prepared to work hard, study hard, follow the rules — whatever it took to be American and raise American children who would enjoy opportunities vastly superior to his own.8

Madonna Louise Fortin would help him do that. She was a spirited, musical, and industrious young woman, one of eight children of French-Canadian stock. Her family lived in Bay City, Michigan, where her father had been successful in one of the region’s biggest industries, lumber. They were considered upper class in that town of “sawmills and shipbuilders.” The Fortins, too, were devoutly religious, but their version of Catholicism was less extreme than the Ciccones’.9

Tony and Madonna met in 1951 at the wedding of Madonna’s brother, who was stationed with Tony at an air base in Texas. After a four-year courtship, carried on largely through letters while Tony earned an engineering degree, they married in Bay City in July of 1955 and settled in nearby Pontiac.

It wasn’t the auto industry that drew them. Tony had a job in Chrysler’s defense division. He was part of an elite class of scientists and engineers called upon to develop advanced systems to counter enemy technology.10 It was a job that became more urgent after the Soviets launched the first man-made satellite, Sputnik 1, in 1957. The task facing Tony and his colleagues was to prevent war by making weapons so fearsome that no one would dare challenge them. In the process, they produced a technological and manufacturing revolution through the discovery of new materials and methods. It was a thrilling adventure for a young man determined to build himself a secure future.11 Add to that a young family and a pretty wife, and Tony couldn’t be blamed for thinking he had it all.

On August 16, 1958, during a visit to the Fortin family in Bay City, Madonna gave birth to the couple’s first daughter, Madonna Louise. A tiny child with dark hair and green eyes, she would always be special in the Ciccone household because she was the first girl, because it was her nature to demand attention, and because of her name. It was an odd name, heavy with religious significance, and it was her mother’s, bestowing authority on the child who had it.

Madonna — Nonni to her father — didn’t occupy the coveted baby position for long.12 Another daughter, Paula, was born in August of 1959, and a third son, Christopher, in 1960. The small Ciccone home on Thors Street burst at the seams with all those children.

Madonna’s earliest memories as a toddler involve leaving the room she shared with her brothers and sister for the comfort of her parents’ bed. “I think I must have done this a lot, gone in there, because they sort of sat up in bed and said, ‘Oh, no, not again.’ ”13 “Heaven” was how she described the kiss her mother planted on her forehead after she had climbed into bed to feel the night warmth of the sheets and the slightly cold silk of her mother’s nightgown.14

The daytime household was infinitely rowdier. In the family’s small living room, a record player spun Johnny Mathis, Harry Belafonte, Sam Cooke, and, most memorably, Chubby Checker’s “The Twist.” The whole family danced to that one.15 But mostly the days involved children’s play and children’s fights and children’s injuries. “I have a memory of my mother in the kitchen scrubbing the floor,” Madonna said. “She did all the housecleaning, and she was always picking up after us. We were really messy, awful kids.”16

Especially her older brothers. From an early age, they were troublemakers, setting fires, throwing rocks through windows. “I think my parents pissed a lot of people off because they had so many kids and they never screamed at us,” Madonna recalled. “My brothers were very rambunctious . . . and my mother and father would never yell at them. They would just hug us and put their arms around us and talk to us quietly.”17 That may have been because the Fortin boys back in Bay City were wild, too. Or it may have been a matter of religion. Both parents’ Christian beliefs informed every aspect of their lives.

Religion was fundamental to life in Pontiac, and because the population was so diverse, the congregations were, too. Catholic, Protestant, Baptist, Eastern Orthodox, Jewish, African Methodist Episcopal. A street might have a Catholic church on one corner and a synagogue on the other.18 Life was lived as a cycle of religious observances. For the Ciccones, the church was the edifice outside the home. It was quite simply the ultimate lawmaker, and its tenets were not challenged. But inside the home, religion was embodied in the figure of Jesus Christ, whom Madonna senior treated as a living presence: someone to pray to, to feel protected by, to cherish.19 Which is why what happened was so cruel.

Tony and Madonna had done everything right. They had lived good and generous lives, obeyed the dictates of church and state, and devoted themselves to their family. How, then, could it all unravel?

When Madonna senior was twenty-eight and pregnant with her sixth child, she discovered she had breast cancer.20 As a younger woman, she had worked as an X‑ray technician at a time when precautions weren’t taken to protect medical staff from the effects of radiation.21 The cause, though, didn’t seem important. What mattered was the tragic result.

In stories about her mother, Madonna often recalled her religious fanaticism: “She would kneel on uncooked rice and pray during Lent. She would sleep on wire hangers. She was passionately religious. Swooning with it.”22 It is easy to imagine that the ferocity of Madonna senior’s prayers and bargains with God only intensified after her cancer diagnosis. The prayers did not improve her physical health, but they gave her the strength to continue her pregnancy without cancer treatment and the inner reserve to hide her anguish from her children. “She was ill for a long time,” Madonna recalled years later, “and she never allowed herself any sort of self-pity, you know. I don’t think she ever allowed herself to wallow in the tragedy of her situation. So, in that respect, I think she gave me an incredible lesson.”23 But as a child, Madonna was mostly confused.

One of the most heart-wrenching stories Madonna has told of her mother’s illness concerns a day when she wanted her mother to play with her. Madonna knew her mother was weak, but she didn’t understand why.

I remember she was really sick and sitting on the couch. I went up to her and 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 . . . 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. I stopped tormenting her after that.

That was the turning point when I knew. I think that made me grow up fast. I knew I could be either sad and weak and not in control or I could just take control and say it’s going to get better.24

Sometime after giving birth on July 1, 1962, to another daughter, Melanie, Madonna senior became so ill that she had to be hospitalized. And still, she maintained a facade of health when Tony brought the children to see her. “She was really funny, so it wasn’t so awful to go and visit her there,” Madonna said.25 It became the place where the family came together, where they tried to re‑create the warmth of home while talking to their mother in her iron bed and watching her grow gaunter with each visit. “My mother spent about a year in the hospital, and I saw my father going through changes also. He was devastated,” Madonna said.26 He knew what they didn’t, that she would never come home.

Birthdays were big events for the Ciccones, but that year, they were different. Madonna turned five on August 16, 1963; Paula celebrated her fourth birthday less than a week later, and Christopher turned three on November 22, the day President Kennedy was assassinated. “One of the few memories I have of [my mother],” he said, is “a vague recollection of being pulled out of her arms in the hospital and not wanting to leave. And my father confirmed that, actually. She died right around my birthday.”27

They learned about it in a phone call. On December 1, the family was in Bay City because the baby, Melanie, was staying with her grandmother. The kitchen phone rang: Tony answered, and when he hung up, he was crying. Their mother was dead, he said. Through his own tears, he told them not to cry. “I think he had to do that,” Madonna said, “because I think he was falling apart.”28 Tony never spoke to the children about their mother’s death. “He never said, ‘How do you feel about it?’ We never had a group hug,” Madonna said. “We never had a cry. We never had . . . my father’s very stoic and old school, and I think he was devastated too, and I don’t think he had words for his pain.”29

To Madonna, the news felt like “having your heart ripped out of your chest . . . the ultimate abandonment. It was a great mystery to me, where she went, and there was a part of me that was waiting for her to come back.”30 Tony, too, was desolate. At thirty-two, he was a single father with six children under the age of eight, one of whom was an infant.

The funeral for Madonna Louise Fortin Ciccone was held at Our Lady of the Visitation, the same Bay City church where she had been a young bride in white eight years earlier. Now she lay lifeless in an open casket with her lips sewn shut.31 It was clear that she, or the lady who looked a little like her in the box, was gone. The light, it seemed, went with her.

I know a place where no one ever goes

There’s peace and quiet, beauty and repose

It’s hidden in a valley, behind a mountain stream

and lying there beside the stream I find that I can dream . . .

That song was Madonna’s childhood favorite. She learned it from her mother. One day, she would sing it to her children, too.32





Chapter 10

New York, 1980–1981

I had this thing that I would look into everybody’s eyes because I was going to be somebody, and they were going to remember me.1

 — Madonna

Steve and Madonna’s relationship in Michigan had ended abruptly and without much explanation when she left Ann Arbor for New York, two years earlier.2 But any hard feelings had disappeared by 1980, when he contacted her out of the blue. “I called Madonna up to say, ‘Hey, I’m coming to New York.’ And she had this band and she said, ‘Well I need a drummer. I’ve got a set full of tunes and I actually have a gig.’ I don’t think she really did have a gig at the time,” Steve said, but he told her he’d be in New York the next week.3

Since Madonna had last seen him, Steve had attended the Berklee College of Music, in Boston, where some of the world’s greatest musicians — Quincy Jones, Keith Jarrett, Branford Marsalis, to name just a few — had trained.4 His was exactly the fresh energy and perspective she needed, personally and musically. Madonna called Steve “a real musical wizard.”5 Dan Gilroy said, “Steve had chops, serious chops.”6 There was also the added comfort that he was from home.

Only two years older than Madonna, Steve had had the same childhood musical influences as she did. He was imbued with the Detroit sound and Detroit attitude. And though they would have experienced the city’s social turmoil from different perspectives — he as a young Black child inside the city and she as a white one outside it — they had both lived through it. They had a shared history that involved rebellion, social justice, and the healing power of music. All that meant that when they began working together, they could skip the lengthy and often awkward trust-building preambles and get right down to creation.

Steve hadn’t been in New York since he was seven. When he arrived in 1980, he said, “I was broke for the most part having arrived with nothing but lint in my pocket but in love with becoming a New Yorker.”7 He agreed to meet Madonna at the corner of 38th Street and Eighth Avenue. “There’s this building converted to rehearsal studios,” he said. It was the Music Building, where Madonna was semi-established, working with Gary Burke. “We met up and she played me the songs that they had,” Steve said. “We just kind of jammed the first day. I was excited to find that she had written some solid songs.”8 Madonna had about fourteen of them at that point, and Steve said, “To me, that was really impressive, ’cause I’ve had a lot of training, but by then I still hadn’t written one song. So, I thought, well this is great. If a person can come from dance school and decide to be a songwriter and become a songwriter merely by volition, then I think I can do that, too.”9

Not long after their reunion, Madonna was forced to flee a squat in the Garment District when one of the electric space heaters she used to warm the place ignited a piece of carpet she slept on. “I woke up in the middle of the night surrounded by a ring of fire,” she said. “Then my nightgown caught fire. So, I took it off, got dressed, grabbed a few things, like underpants and stuff — all my important things like tapes and instruments were already over at the Music Building, three blocks away — and I went over to the Music Building and started sleeping there.”10 Steve didn’t have a place to live, either, so he joined her.11

The place had opened the year before with sixty-nine rehearsal studios.12 “You weren’t supposed to live there. It wasn’t really set up — there was like a bathroom in the hallway with a toilet and a sink in it,” Madonna said.13 The sink was small, with one tap — cold water only. To use it, a person had to hold the faucet on with one hand and wash with the other.14 “Trying to make that work and feel clean was a bit of a nightmare,” she said. In fact, among the aspects of her poverty that Madonna hated most during that period was “having to go out to dinner with idiots so I could come home and use their bathrooms.”15 “I couldn’t wait to live in a house and take a bath, like a bathtub is a glorious aspect of that time, and I pretty much wore the same thing every day. We had a little cracked mirror in the room. I sort of like could tell what I looked like a little bit.”16

To sleep, she and Steve found pieces of foam rubber, which they placed on the floor between a set of drums as their headboard and amplifiers as their footboard. “There was no heat, and it was hot in the summertime, and bands were playing literally twenty-four hours a day, so if you wanted to go to sleep . . . it was tough luck for you because it was never quiet,” Madonna said. “You’d hear them rehearsing the worst music in the world. The same stuff over and over and they never got better.”17 She believed that only a few of the musicians in the building would be successful.18 She knew she would be one of them.19

Despite the squalor and the racket from their fellow occupants, Steve and Madonna loved the place. “Just being in that atmosphere was intoxicating,” he said. “You could just taste the creativity.”20 Said Madonna, “We just played music all day. I remember getting up with Steve and . . . he’d be doing his drum exercises . . . and I’d be doing my yoga . . . and then I’d play guitar and I’d write a song . . . and he’d play something that he had written, and I’d make up the words for it.”21

Part of the joy of that period was that they both had the freedom to experiment, to make the mistakes they needed to make, because no one cared what they were doing. “That’s an important thing, because it allowed me to develop as an artist and to be pure, without any influences,” Madonna said.22 During that period, she lived music and lived for music. It was as simple as that.

Any rent she and Steve paid was minimal because it was split among all the musicians who used the rehearsal space. But even with their lodging expenses hovering between tiny and nonexistent, they were so broke that they only allowed themselves a dollar a day to live on. Steve described that period as “some very lean and desperate hours. We basically were eating yoghurt and [asking ourselves,] ‘Should we put the peanuts in the yoghurt or have them as an appetizer?’ ”23

The local delis extended them credit, but Madonna admitted she also “stole a lot of food.”24 And “when we’d run out of money,” she said, “I’d pass by the garbage can in the lobby of the Music Building, and if it smelled really good — like if there was a Burger King bag sitting on top that someone had just deposited — I’d open it up, and if I was lucky, there would be French fries that hadn’t been eaten.”25

To earn the little they had, Steve worked part-time at a record store, and Madonna had what he called benefactors. “I don’t know what was involved . . . clearly it wasn’t anything nefarious . . . because she would have had more money.”26 Madonna explained, “I used to borrow money from people — I’d let some poor sucker take me out to dinner and then I’d go, ‘Can I borrow a hundred dollars?’ I was always borrowing twenty-five, fifty, a hundred dollars from people.”27 Modeling was also a fallback. “I would shoot on down to the New School and throw off my clothes and pose for three hours and make some food money and then get back [to the Music Building] to rehearse.”28

But as bad as things were, she didn’t want to ask her father for help. “I had turned down a scholarship at the University of Michigan to come and do this, so I couldn’t expect much sympathy.”29 Besides, Madonna was suffering, which according to Tony’s rules, meant she was onto something. She explained:

Pain makes you grow . . . it makes you different from people who’ve had an easy life. It makes you more introspective . . . You have to go into a deep place inside of yourself to get through pain . . . You just become a different kind of a person. You can see it in their eyes. Can’t you? I can always see it.30

As for Madonna and Steve’s relationship, it had evolved from their romance in Michigan to something that would be more enduring but was, at the time, confusing to Steve. “Being Madonna’s boyfriend is a difficult job,” he said.

Some people are very up‑front, and some people are, “You’ll find out eventually that you’re not my boyfriend, that I’m seeing twelve other people.” That is more her approach . . . I just learned that it would probably be best not to really count on her in that area.31

Instead, they became a musical team that would nurture each other to greatness.

Once the band was assembled — Madonna, Steve, Gary Burke, and rotating guitarists — the issue of a name arose. Madonna wanted the group to be called Madonna. Steve threatened to quit. “It was too Catholic for one thing, and maybe just a little bit of ego coming out,” he said. “It just seemed like, ‘What about the rest of us?’ ”32 Someone then suggested No Name spelled backward. Phonetically, it sounded a bit like Emmy. Madonna claimed that had been her nickname.33 Emmy it was. Sometimes Emmy & the Emmys. Steve simply called them a “band of gypsies.”34

Using the pay phone in the Music Building lobby, Madonna made calls every day trying to get performance dates.35 They played anywhere they could and comforted themselves with the thought that they were at least on a track, if not the right track, because they got gigs. “If you define gigging as taking the subway to the show with your drums and getting paid about seven dollars or so, yeah, we were gigging,” Steve later told Culture Club vocalist and filmmaker Helen Terry in her documentary Naked Ambition.36 They played on Long Island, in New Jersey, and at what Madonna called “really crap clubs on the Upper West Side.”37 How bad was Emmy? “We kind of sucked. I mean we didn’t suck bad, but we weren’t that good,” Steve said. “After a crashing, thunderous ending, there’d be”— he made a slow, vague sound —“three or four people’s hands clapping.”38

Madonna described their music as “deranged punk with minimal funk.”39 Unlike the Madonna of the Breakfast Club, Madonna at the start of Emmy was hard-core. Her new look was Manhattan, the Music Building, the street. Madonna’s style always reflected where she was as much as who she was. In later years, when she was criticized for her “reinventions” (as if artistic evolution were a bad thing), the root of the criticism was often that she had “become” Hollywood or “become” British. The fact was, she had. Madonna’s work, from her lyrics to her music to her physical presentation, was influenced by and reflective of wherever she lived and worked.

Music Building Madonna presented herself as stronger, more androgynous, than Breakfast Club Madonna. For a time onstage, she even went full-bore punk. “She belted. She screamed,” Steve said.40 “She’d dance on the tabletop and break up things. She didn’t smash the guitar, she didn’t do that, but she did pour champagne all over herself and her guitar on New Year’s Eve.”41

Despite all that thrashing around, Madonna’s performance still looked like work, like she was trying to get the rock thing right. Madonna would say many years later of performing, “We’re in the world of creating illusions and giving people the ability to dream and to be inspired or moved. So you don’t want people to see the labor behind it.”42 In Emmy, she wasn’t yet able to invoke that kind of magic.

She played guitar, an instrument she wasn’t sure of, and that proved frustrating, because instead of abandoning herself to the performance, she was focused on “playing the right chords.” The band decided to hire a lead guitar to free her up.43 “If we’d found that right guitar player, I think that’s when things would have taken off,” Steve said. “But there are so many horrible guitar players in New York, and we seemed to get them all.”44

There was only one artist management company in the Music Building when Madonna lived and worked there, and it occupied the entire second floor: Gotham Sound.45 It was owned by one of the few women in the business, a twenty-nine-year-old named Camille Barbone. Her graduate school, as she described it, was ten years spent at PolyGram, Columbia Records, Epic Records, Buddah Records, and Arista, working all aspects of the business, from managing departments to scouting new talent. That was the job she enjoyed most, working with the artists. She thought the best way to do that would be to open her own studio.46

Camille was small, dark, tough, and wiry. The product of an Italian household — New York City cop father and housewife mother — she was driven to succeed in the boys’ world of music, not in order to make a statement but because she belonged there. Having been around the business on both coasts, she knew the harassment and disrespect she would face as a “girl,” but she had thick skin and was prepared to take it. She was a lot like Madonna (they were even born on the same date, August 16) in that she viewed obstacles as temporary inconveniences.47

Gotham agent Adam Alter recalled being in the Music Building one day when Madonna skipped by and told him he looked like John Lennon. “I certainly immediately thought, ‘What does she want from me?’ ” What she wanted was help with her career, and she told him so. Alter liked her energy but didn’t think much of her band. He gave her a noncommittal maybe. But he was interested enough to mention Madonna to his partner, Camille.48

Madonna’s first encounter with that partner was not unlike her first meeting with filmmaker Stephen Jon Lewicki. She came in character, as if auditioning. Madonna “knew I was a gay woman. She worked it,” Camille said.49 Their first conversation was full of sexual innuendo. Meeting Camille in the elevator, Madonna looked her in the eye and said, “ ‘Did you do it yet?’ For a minute I was taken aback,” Camille said, “but I said, ‘Do it yet? No, not yet.’ And it became a running joke.”50

Gary Burke had worked hard to get Emmy a gig at Max’s Kansas City, and Madonna invited Camille to watch her perform.51 But Camille didn’t show up.

She came storming into my office the next morning slamming things. 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.52

Camille promised she’d see Madonna’s next performance and began writing the date in her calendar, but Madonna grabbed it and threw it at Barbone’s chest, saying, “If it’s important enough to you, you’ll remember.”53 Camille did.

The Madonna she saw onstage at Max’s was wearing men’s boxer shorts, a man’s pajama top, shoes, and socks. “I remember I think I took my shoes and socks off and threw them in the audience,” Madonna said. “I was very crazy, but I had fun then, too.”54 Camille was shocked by what she saw. Not by the New Wavey getup or requisite bad behavior; it was Madonna herself. “She had been on stage for one and a half minutes with a lousy band, but there was something about her that was sensational,” Camille said.55 “She sparkled, in a very street way.”56

Barbone had seen that before on stages in New York, but Madonna exhibited a unique quality that set her apart from other female punk and post–New Wave women working the circuit, especially those out of Britain — the Slits, Poly Styrene, Siouxsie Sioux, the Raincoats — who confronted, if not assaulted, the audience with their sound and personas. “When Madonna was onstage, she gave the audience the feeling of being inside her and of knowing what she was feeling. It’s a rare quality,” Camille said.57 “If it’s possible to be fearless and vulnerable at the same time, she was . . . It was the thing that made her unstoppable. And very disarming.”58

Camille came away from the show ready to make Madonna an offer. “I said, ‘How would you like a manager?’ And she just screamed, ‘Yeaaah,’ and jumped up in the air and kind of threw her arms around me.”59 Steve said Madonna and Camille spoke the same language: “It was, ‘I’m going to make you a star’ and the other person saying, ‘I’m gonna be a star.’ ”60 Madonna signed a contract with Gotham in March of 1981.61 She was twenty-two.

Being represented by one of the few women managers at the start of her music career saved Madonna from a lot of the sexual harassment that was accepted and ignored because it was part of the industry and always had been. “Men looked at Madonna as someone they wanted to bed as opposed to sign,” Camille said. “I brought her into the mainstream music business in a way that she didn’t have to fuck for it.”62

Camille had two immediate tasks: take charge of Madonna’s career and get hold of Madonna’s life. “She was a street savvy kid who’d pick up someone to go home with if she was hungry and needed a meal,” Camille said. Sensing that Madonna was “wounded,” she wanted to protect her.63 Camille promised her $100 a week, rehearsal space, paying gigs, and she had Madonna’s bicycle repaired.64 Steve said that after so much suffering, Madonna saw Camille as a kind of savior.65

Camille also moved Madonna out of the Music Building and into what she said would be improved quarters. The ironically named Star Motel, across from Madison Square Garden, was the first. “I shared a bathroom with two fat Colombians and this old Irish drunk who’d just been released from an insane asylum,” Madonna said. The Irishman wailed all night long. “It was quite scary.” The place was so bad that Steve refused to visit her there. Madonna lived in the Star until she was robbed, after which Camille moved her to a place on West 70th. It was broken into, too, so Madonna moved to an apartment back up on Riverside Drive that belonged to a friend of Adam Alter.66

Despite the harrowing circumstances of her existence, Alter said, “Madonna was not much different from your average spoiled brat . . . She would stomp her heels and ‘I want, I want, I want.’ We wanted to give her those things . . . It was like watching a kid play.”67

Around that time, Madonna called her twenty-year-old brother, Christopher. The years since he had set foot in Christopher Flynn’s class hadn’t been easy. He had bounced between universities — Western Michigan and Oakland University — studying dance and anthropology, playing violin, and reading intensely.68 He was the proverbial searching loner. “At that time, I wasn’t openly gay; I wasn’t anything. I was just kind of an oddball,” he said.69

He had begun dancing with a company in Detroit when Madonna summoned him. “She called and said, ‘Come to New York. You’re a dancer; you’re not going to get work in Detroit. It’s silly. Come to New York — I’ll help you out.’ It took me this long to decide,” Christopher said, snapping his fingers. “I wasn’t afraid. I figured Madonna needs me, thinks I belong there, so I’m going . . . That would be my first kick in the ass, as it were, from her.”70

When he arrived at Riverside Drive, Madonna greeted him at the door, said he couldn’t live there, and gave him a tab of Ecstasy, as if to soften the blow. Her room had a mattress on the floor, a sink in the corner, a naked lightbulb hanging from the ceiling, and a Sid Vicious poster on the wall. “I turned on the light, and the whole floor moved,” he said. “That was new for me. I’d never seen a cockroach.”71

Madonna found Christopher a place to stay with a dancer friend, Janice Galloway. From that point on, he didn’t see his sister much. He left New York after two months to accept a job dancing with a troupe in Ottawa. But around a year later, he would be summoned back. And that time it would be for good.72

From the start it was clear that Gotham Sound wasn’t interested in any member of Emmy except Madonna. Barbone said the band wasn’t “record industry caliber.”73 Madonna did need backup musicians, though. “So, I took all my contacts and I just laid them at her feet,” Camille said.74

Barbone and Alter would eventually allow Madonna one of her own picks, Steve Bray.75 Madonna had finagled him into the band by breaking Camille’s cardinal rule: no sex among the band members. Madonna slept with the previous drummer, Bob Riley, so that he would be fired and replaced by Steve. “I just couldn’t believe she would be so crafty, so mean,” Camille said. “Sex, to her, was really just a means to an end, it meant nothing more. I actually became a little afraid of her when she did that to Bob.”76

In June of 1981, Madonna and the musicians Camille and Alter had assembled, plus Steve Bray, began recording a demo at Media Sound, which was housed in an old church on 57th Street.77 Jon Gordon played lead guitar and acted as producer during recording sessions. Even at that stage, he said, Madonna wrote most of the melodies, lyrics, and chords herself and had a big hand in running the show. “We were all taking direction from her. She was open to suggestions, but she’d speak up very quickly if she didn’t like the way things were going.”78

Initially Camille and Alter were suspicious of Steve because he was an unknown and because of his history with Madonna.79 But whatever hesitation they had disappeared quickly because by working with him Madonna was able to turn rough songs into demos that could be shopped around to record labels. “They had a personal connection, an emotional connection,” Alter said. “We immediately had some interest in Madonna.”80

The secret of selling Madonna was Madonna herself. Camille knew the demo alone would be just another tape that could be easily dismissed if the record executive who received it was hungover, depressed, or had had a fight with his wife or lover. But the demo and Madonna combined would make the music unforgettable. Camille began bringing Madonna to meetings. “Once you met her, you either loved her or hated her, but you knew she was fascinating,” Camille said.81

At times, Madonna disrupted the gatherings with burps or inappropriate laughter, either to hide her insecurities or because the executives at the table annoyed her. Other times, she turned on the charm and had “men eating out of her hands,” Camille said. “A simple word like ‘Hi’ delivered by Madonna, and men are reduced to stuttering and stammering. She had men lending her money and musicians rehearsing and giving their time without pay — and she wasn’t sleeping with any of them.”82 But Camille feared that the music industry, so rife with sexual exploitation, would use Madonna’s sexuality against her, that she wouldn’t be strong enough to withstand the pressure to sell her sex rather than her talent.

Camille’s concern was well placed, but she was wrong to think that Madonna would let anyone else, even Camille, use her sexuality to advance her career. At the time Gotham began promoting Madonna, Camille advised her to ditch her look and try something more Pat Benatarish, which Steve described as leotards and leg warmers.83

Benatar, who was five years older than Madonna, had struck gold in 1979 after working her way up the New York club scene. Five feet and one inch tall, with a shock of messy dark hair and a svelte body, she was a new kind of act that combined a rocky toughness with a poppy sexuality that the music industry loved. What Camille feared would happen to Madonna did happen to Benatar.

In those days of “jiggle TV” and Charlie’s Angels, she was told to move her body in “sexual ways” and to be “hot.” Benatar said that she went from making music “to having this sex-goddess . . . bullshit slammed in my face.”84 It sold. Within a year she had reached the top ten with the innuendo-filled “Hit Me with Your Best Shot” (not written by Benatar). She embodied a male fantasy of what a woman rocker should be, and she was who Barbone, despite her expressed concerns about sexploitation, saw as a template for Madonna.

At first, Madonna went along with it. Her sound became more generic. Some of the lyrics could be read as describing Madonna’s life — if the listener happened to be acquainted with her story — but they were trapped in such conventional pop-rock arrangements that her edgy reality was utterly lost. The one interesting aspect of the future Madonna to emerge from the episode was her voice. Unlike the Emmy performances, during which Madonna performed vocally as Chrissie Hynde or Patti Smith, the Gotham tapes featured Madonna’s natural voice. It was the small, girlish sound she had used in some of the songs she recorded at the Gog.

The look Madonna and Barbone concocted was a mixture of New Wave and hot rock chick. It came across as strangely schizophrenic and was probably an indication of a broader struggle for Madonna’s artistic soul. The New Wave bit was boyish and involved big white shirts, shorts, and a Bowie-like cropped tuxedo jacket worn over an athletic jersey emblazoned with the letter m. The rock-chick look was bizarre: a cape made of dozens of foxtails, a leather cave-girl miniskirt, an off-the-shoulder cropped leather top, and a leather band worn across the forehead. Barbone thought it worked, that Madonna was ready.

On October 8, 1981, at Chase Park, on lower Broadway, Madonna made her first appearance in New York City as “Madonna.” A week later, at a biker bar called Uncle Sam’s Blues, on Long Island, she made a bigger splash.

Camille had asked Bill Lomuscio, whose band had a regular gig at Uncle Sam’s, to listen to Madonna’s tape. “It wasn’t anything impressive,” Lomuscio said, but he agreed to let her open for his band.85 To generate buzz, Camille hired groupies.86 She also asked Interview magazine photographer George DuBose to take pictures, with specific instructions not to photograph the band, just the “star.”87

Madonna went through three changes of clothing for the performance, which was unusual for a dive bar’s opening act. But the only one anyone would remember from that night, and the one that crowd of rowdies responded to, was Madonna as sexual animal. She appeared onstage covered in the famous foxtail cape and launched into song until, midway through the performance, she discarded the fur and finished her number — supine on the stage floor — in scraps of leather and fishnet stockings.88 Said Lomuscio:

Now, my band was the house band, and they were pretty popular. Out came Madonna and the band and three break dancers that Camille picked up in Times Square and proceeded to blow my band off the stage . . . She was really phenomenal. She was a great talent. You could see it immediately, and after three songs, she was getting called back for encores and the band that I had was having a hard time getting on the stage.89

Lomuscio surrendered and began working with Gotham to promote Madonna. Camille booked her in clubs outside New York City to help spread the word about her. It worked; Madonna began to attract a fan base.90 But at just that moment, Madonna had second thoughts. “I’d agreed with my manager to do rock, but my heart wasn’t really in it,” she said.91

The thing is that when I started out with my manager, I was . . . writing rock ’n’ roll stuff and all the musicians that I worked with were really rock ’n’ roll musicians and eventually, my songwriting started changing stylistically to more R&B, like black sounding stuff, and I started going back to what I had originally loved as a child in the first place, which is Motown and all the stuff that you listened to in Detroit.92

Madonna’s changed attitude was attributable in part to Steve. He had a deal with musicians in the Music Building that if he played drums for them, he got keys to their studios.93 “Madonna was working with Camille downstairs on rock ’n’ roll,” Steve said, “and I’m working on dance-oriented tracks upstairs.” He asked Madonna to help him out with the vocals.94 She did. “It took a while,” Madonna said. “It took a lot of nights working from midnight to eight in the morning” until they began producing songs they liked.95

Another major influence on Madonna at that time was a young man she had begun dating who was part of the city’s dance club scene. “He introduced me to a whole different lifestyle,” Madonna said. “I didn’t know about Studio 54 or Xenon’s or — I didn’t hang out in clubs. I just didn’t know about that kind of life, and he started taking me to all these clubs and I started hanging out in DJ booths.”96

In the process, Madonna discovered that A&R (artist and repertory) scouts for record labels didn’t necessarily go to hear a band live: they went to clubs to hear what the DJs were playing, to see what moved the crowd. That was where they found new music.97 So she undertook reconnaissance missions to watch that side of the industry in action. While there, she also found her way back onto the dance floor she loved. She said,

Just the feeling of the tribal, the community . . . That bass booming, people dancing, moving in unison. There’s something really primal about it and inexplicable. I think it’s in our nature to want to do that. To want to join together and move to a beat.98 I thought, “Why can’t I do that?” I wanted to make music that I would want to dance to.99

But that created tensions with Camille, who had invested time and money in promoting Madonna as a rocker. Years later, Camille said that assumption was natural because it was who Madonna was when they met. But Madonna saw it as a kind of blindness on Camille’s part. “I don’t think she understood my direction as an artist,” Madonna explained.

She wanted to push me toward a Pat Benatar mold, because she thought my image was more white rock. I would sing those funk songs and she would say it didn’t fit my image. I thought, “Why couldn’t I start a new genre?”100

Steve said a confrontation was inevitable because Camille was busily selling Madonna the rock star while Madonna was in the clubs shopping around her dance music.101

One might think that having been essentially homeless a few months earlier, Madonna would have made artistic concessions — at least for a while — to reestablish her health and physical well-being. But for Madonna, her creative health was all that mattered. As she had been when she left home, when she left the University of Michigan, when she left Pearl Lang, when she left Paris, when she left Dan Gilroy, she was prepared to leave Camille Barbone’s protective bubble because it wasn’t enough, artistically and spiritually.102

Camille believed she had done everything in her power to help her. “Madonna basically pushed me to my financial limit, my loyalty limits, my patience limits,” she said.103 “I knew she was using me. But what could I expect, really?”104

Camille turned to booze in search of solace, and her relationship with Madonna grew more troubled. They fought often and loudly and, in Madonna’s case, dirty. She provoked Camille by calling her at all hours, wanting to go to a movie, taunting Camille by making out with a female friend in the back seat while Camille drove in the front. She even painted the words sex and fuc on Camille’s poodles.105 During one altercation, Camille was so angry that she punched the wall and broke her hand. “I’m a nasty drunk and most of the fights and insanity would ensue then,” Barbone said. “I have to admit that she could no longer rely on me.”106

On New Year’s Eve in 1981, Madonna opened for former New York Dolls vocalist David Johansen at My Father’s Place, on Long Island. The club was a storied spot for aspiring artists and had hosted everyone: Bruce Springsteen, Linda Ronstadt, Blondie, even Bob Marley and Peter Tosh when they arrived in the States in the ’70s from Jamaica. Johansen had launched a solo career after the Dolls and had done some recording at Gotham, hence Madonna’s gig with him.107 But by the end of their sets, they had become friendly, so Johansen trundled Madonna into a limo and took her to a bash billed as a “New Year’s Eve Rock ’n’ Roll Party” at a hotel near Times Square, where he was also due to perform.108

The party was being thrown by a new cable TV channel that had begun broadcasting that August. It was called MTV. Johansen and Madonna bypassed the throngs of people lined up around the block to get in and entered a canvas tunnel erected inside the hotel that led to the elevator. In the early hours of that new year, 1982, an icon of New York’s musical past was about to introduce an icon of New York’s musical future to the party.109





Chapter 11

New York, 1982

On a cultural level for me, rock music means “the music of the land of white people.” Dance music is something that is democratic and ethnically mixed.1

 — François Kevorkian

In february, a lawyer summoned Camille Barbone and Bill Lomuscio to a meeting to discuss Madonna. And not just any lawyer. It was powerhouse entertainment attorney Jay Kramer, whose clients included music megastar Billy Joel and bestselling writer Stephen King. As she settled in to talk, Camille thought Kramer’s invitation was a strategy session to, as he said, discuss “how you guys are working together and what the future is going to hold.” She might have realized from Madonna’s position in the room that the future was contentious. Madonna had folded her body into a sofa, out of the line of fire.2

Camille knew Madonna was being courted by others. “I didn’t have enough juice to get her to the next level,” she said. “I was falling apart from it. I knew she was going to go all the way to the top. And it blew my mind.”3 Under those circumstances, maybe it wasn’t a surprise when Kramer told Camille at this meeting about Madonna’s future that she wouldn’t be part of it.4

She and Lomuscio argued that Gotham had a contract with Madonna. But Kramer, a three-thousand-pound legal gorilla, essentially told them, too bad.5 “I spent everything that I had on Madonna’s career. It bankrupted me,” Camille said. The end of the relationship also destroyed her personally. “We were a team, a marriage that in better circumstances would have thrived.” Camille was so devastated that she quit the music business and spent a year working in a nursing home. “I needed people to say, ‘Thank you,’ ” she explained.6

Many years later, after a lawsuit Gotham brought against Madonna was settled, after Madonna offered and Camille declined an invitation to join her professional retinue, and after Camille had returned to the music business, she said of Madonna, “She wasn’t intentionally malicious, but just incapable of seeing life from anyone else’s point of view. She wanted what she wanted, and if you didn’t give it, she turned her back on you.”7

From Madonna’s point of view, that was her prerogative. If a young man in her position fired his manager over creative and career differences, he wouldn’t be accused of lacking empathy; he would be praised as decisive. Furthermore, Madonna had struggled so long on little more than grit and will that she wasn’t about to surrender her dreams to someone else. It wasn’t a matter of wants but of artistic needs.

After she left Camille, Madonna had nothing. “I lost the rehearsal space, I lost the band. She was paying my rent, so I was on my own again.”8 All Madonna had left were aspirations, talent, drive, and Steve Bray. “Steve was always like by my side, and we said, ‘Forget this band stuff, this is ridiculous. We can write songs and play instruments between us. We’ll make a tape on our own. And that’s what we’ll get record companies to listen to.’ ”9

They planned to circumvent the normal channels and go directly to the DJs and dance floors. In so doing, they tapped into the zeitgeist of the downtown art scene, where visual artists bypassed traditional galleries and took their work straight to the people — artists such as Keith Haring; Jean-Michel Basquiat; Jenny Holzer, who posted her first Truisms as free handbills; and graffiti bombers like the brilliant Fred Brathwaite — Fab 5 Freddy — who “showed” on walls and in the subway.

Maybe it was youthful impatience, but it felt like something bigger: a rejection of cultural elitism and the established caste system that might, but only might, lead to acceptance. It felt like young artists were taking control of their creative output by building their own artistic infrastructure to support it. Said Glenn O’Brien, writer, Interview editor, host of the berserk cable-access show TV Party, and future editor of Madonna’s Sex book:

It was one of those times when the establishment was so far removed from what was going on in the street and the kids. People would open new [music] venues because the old venues were closed. They started new record companies because the other record companies were out of touch . . . An alternative world opened up.10

Madonna’s goal in that world was comparatively modest. “All I wanted was a song to get played on the radio,” she said. “That’s all I was praying for. One song.”11

In the meantime, she landed back on Riverside Drive in an apartment owned by a friend’s father,12 while she and Steve continued to work in the Music Building, sneaking into studios to use the gear. “I would go to clubs and I would listen to what would make me dance,” Madonna said. “And then I would go back, and I would work on my music. I mean, I was influenced by Debbie Harry, Talking Heads, the B‑52’s. So, to me the line was very blurred between what I was working on and what I was dancing to.”13 Eventually they had it. She and Steve produced a four-song demo: “Everybody,” “Stay,” “Don’t You Know,” and “Ain’t No Big Deal.”14

The arrangements were surprisingly lush, relying on DIY ingenuity to compensate for a lack of studio musicians. At one point in “Ain’t No Big Deal,” Madonna and Steve replicated the sound of a vocoder — a synthesizer used to distort vocals — by holding their noses while singing the chorus. The beat was compulsive, light, and danceable. Madonna’s lyrics were layered into the track in a remarkably sophisticated bit of production.

Madonna and Steve threw everything they had into the demo — the sounds of Detroit, the discipline of Steve’s musical studies, the music that made people move at the clubs, and their own lives and artistry, which were so perfectly in sync.15 The tracks were alive: fresh, wild, exciting. There was no comparison between them and the plodding, predictable Gotham tapes. Not a moment of the Madonna-Bray demo felt tired. It was a joy to listen to because it had been a joy to create. It was the sound they had been looking for and a glimpse of what could be. “It was the first time I made a tape . . . that I was really happy with,” Madonna said. “I wanted to take it out and let it be heard.”16

While promoting their demo, Madonna came face‑to‑face with the ugly side of the business that Camille had tried to shield her from. “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 sign me to your record label?’ And a lot of people said: ‘Yeah, if you’ll do this,’ and usually it was a sexual favor.”17 That sort of exchange was par for the course in the industry. “Everybody has heard of the ‘casting couch,’ ” said a midlevel record executive. “But people probably don’t have any idea that sexual harassment is five times worse in the music business.”18

On one occasion, a record executive invited Madonna to his Upper East Side apartment. Once inside, past the warm introductions, he made the terms of their business agreement clear: a blow job for a record deal. Madonna excused herself and went into the bathroom.19 A poor man had once shoved his prick into her mouth on the roof of a tenement, and it was called rape. A rich man wanted to do the same in his elegant apartment, and it was called business.

Madonna said she was “so broke and so sick of being broke, I thought, ‘Wait, could I do it?’ ” The answer was no. “I couldn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to do it because I knew I couldn’t look myself in the mirror if I did.”20 Horrified by the choice she was being forced to make, that legions of women were forced to make, she left.21 “I just kept going on as I had,” she said, “being a starving artist and waiting for my ship to come in.”22

In 1982, there was a world downtown where Madonna was safe, a world apart populated by kids and artists who had rejected what society had become and the people who ran it. Ronald Reagan’s election as president two years earlier had unleashed a powerful campaign against the “radical” advances of the ’60s and ’70s — the civil rights movement, feminism, and gay rights in particular — while envisioning an idealized 1950s-like future that was white, patriarchal, and religious.23 Feminist critic Ellen Willis described Reagan’s “Morning in America” as “an invitation to wake up screaming.”24

And when John Lennon was shot dead outside his New York apartment a month after Reagan’s election, those screams turned to anguish. “Some artists became intensely political, others intensely apolitical, and nearly all became, in one way or another, more hedonistic,” said performance artist Ann Magnuson. “Our collective subconscious knew that our time was limited and so we played that time for all it was worth.”25

The arena for the hedonism — in fact, for the life — in that aesthetic underground was the dance club. Historian and music critic Jeff Chang said that clubs became “a communal sacred space, a chance to escape the chafing oppression of the times.”26 Clubgoers may not have realized it, but they were continuing a tradition of the dance floor as political refuge and dance as political defiance that began in modern times forty years earlier.

The first “discotheques” arose as acts of rebellion in Germany in 1939, when sexually liberated young men and women defying Hitler’s cultural nationalism became the Swingjugend — the Swing Kids. Their gatherings featured “disc jockeys” who played banned American jazz records at secret locations. As Nazism spread, so did the swing movement — in Vienna, Prague, Amsterdam, Brussels, and Paris, where les Zazous craved le jazz hot.27

That irrepressible spirit survived the war. When Whisky à Go Go opened in Paris, in 1947, it became the “blueprint for the modern disco.” Les Zazous and the Swing Kids could now dance their hearts out legally, but Whisky and the clubs that proliferated in its wake retained an outlaw appeal, because that was their heritage.28

The best known of those
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