
		
			
				[image: Cover for Provocations]
			

		

	
		
		
			
			ALSO BY CAMILLE PAGLIA

			Free Women, Free Men: Sex, Gender, Feminism

			Glittering Images: A Journey Through Art from Egypt to Star Wars

			Break, Blow, Burn: Camille Paglia Reads Forty-three of the World’s Best Poems

			The Birds

			Vamps & Tramps: New Essays

			Sex, Art, and American Culture: Essays

			Sexual Personae: Art & Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Book Title, Provocations, Subtitle, Collected Essays, Author, Camille Paglia, Imprint, Pantheon]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Compilation copyright © 2018 by Camille Paglia

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Pantheon Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

			Pantheon Books and colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Information on previous publication, permissions acknowledgments, and illustration credits appears on pages 703–713.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Name: Paglia, Camille, [date] author.

			Title: Provocations : collected essays / Camille Paglia.

			Description: New York : Pantheon, 2018. Includes index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2018005846. ISBN 9781524746896 (hardcover). ISBN 9781524747619 (ebook).

			Subjects: LCSH: Popular culture—United States—History—20th century. United States—Intellectual life—21st century. Arts, American—21st century. BISAC: SOCIAL SCIENCE / Women’s Studies. SOCIAL SCIENCE / Feminism & Feminist Theory. SOCIAL SCIENCE / Essays.

			Classification: LCC E169.12 .P325 2018 | DDC 306.0973/0904—dc23 | LC record available at lccn.loc.gov/​2018005846

			Ebook ISBN 9781524747619

			www.pantheonbooks.com

			Cover design by Janet Hansen

			v5.3_r2.2

			ep

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also by Camille Paglia

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Introduction

			

			
				POPULAR CULTURE

				
					Chapter 1: The Grandeur of Old Hollywood

				

				
					Chapter 2: Art of Song Lyric

				

				
					Chapter 3: On Rihanna

				

				
					Chapter 4: The Death of Prince

				

				
					Chapter 5: Theater of Gender: David Bowie at the Climax of the Sexual Revolution 

				

				
					Chapter 6: Punk Rock

				

				
					Chapter 7: Living with Music: A Playlist

				

				
					Chapter 8: Oscar Style

				

				
					Chapter 9: A Love Letter to Joan Rivers

				

				
					Chapter 10: Rock Around the Clock

				

				
					Chapter 11: The Guardian Questionnaire

				

				
					Chapter 12: The Death of Gianni Versace

				

				
					Chapter 13: The Italian Way of Death

				

			

			
				FILM

				
					Chapter 14: Women and Magic in Alfred Hitchcock

				

				
					Chapter 15: The Waning of European Art Film

				

				
					Chapter 16: The Decline of Film Criticism

				

				
					Chapter 17: Movie Music

				

				
					Chapter 18: Homer on Film: A Voyage Through The Odyssey, Ulysses, Helen of Troy, and Contempt 

				

			

			
				SEX, GENDER, WOMEN

				
					Chapter 19: Sex Quest in Tom of Finland

				

				
					Chapter 20: Women and Law

				

				
					Chapter 21: On Jewish-American Feminists

				

				
					Chapter 22: Portrayals of Middle Eastern Women in Western Culture

				

				
					Chapter 23: On Ayn Rand

				

				
					Chapter 24: The Death of Helen Gurley Brown

				

				
					Chapter 25: Legends of Diana

				

				
					Chapter 26: Deconstructing the Demise of Martha Stewart

				

				
					Chapter 27: Feminism and Transgenderism

				

				
					Chapter 28: Movies, Art, and Sex War

				

			

			
				LITERATURE

				
					Chapter 29: The Unbridled Lust for Blurbs

				

				
					Chapter 30: Teaching Shakespeare to Actors

				

				
					Chapter 31: Scholars Talk Writing: Camille Paglia

				

				
					Chapter 32: Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra

				

				
					Chapter 33: Tennessee Williams and A Streetcar Named Desire

				

				
					Chapter 34: Dance of the Senses: Natural Vision and Psychotic Mysticism in Theodore Roethke 

				

				
					Chapter 35: Final Cut: The Selection Process for Break, Blow, Burn 

				

				
					Chapter 36: Western Love Poetry

				

				
					Chapter 37: “Stay, Illusion”: Ambiguity in Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

				

				
					Chapter 38: Columbia Journal Interview: Writing

				

				
					Chapter 39: The Death of Norman Mailer

				

				
					Chapter 40: Dispatches from the New Frontier: Writing for the Internet 

				

			

			
				ART

				
					Chapter 41: On Andy Warhol

				

				
					Chapter 42: Millennium Masterworks: The Mona Lisa 

				

				
					Chapter 43: Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror

				

				
					Chapter 44: More Mush from the NEA

				

				
					Chapter 45: Dance: The Most Fragile of the Arts

				

				
					Chapter 46: Controversy at the Brooklyn Museum

				

				
					Chapter 47: The Magic of Images: Word and Picture in a Media Age 

				

			

			
				EDUCATION

				
					Chapter 48: Free Speech and the Modern Campus

				

				
					Chapter 49: On Canons

				

				
					Chapter 50: The Right Kind of Multiculturalism

				

				
					Chapter 51: Cant and Fad in Classics: Review of Victor Davis Hanson and John Heath, Who Killed Homer?

				

				
					Chapter 52: Intolerance and Diversity in Three Cities: Ancient Babylon, Renaissance Venice, and Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia 

				

				
					Chapter 53: On Genius

				

				
					Chapter 54: The Mighty River of Classics: Tradition and Innovation in Modern Education 

				

				
					Chapter 55: The North American Intellectual Tradition

				

				
					Chapter 56: Erich Neumann: Theorist of the Great Mother 

				

				
					Chapter 57: Slippery Scholarship: Review of John Boswell, Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe 

				

				
					Chapter 58: Making the Grade: The Gay Studies Ghetto 

				

				
					Chapter 59: Gay Ideology in Public Schools

				

				
					Chapter 60: The Death of Claude Lévi-Strauss

				

				
					Chapter 61: The Columbine High School Massacre

				

				
					Chapter 62: Vocational Education and Revalorization of the Trades

				

			

			
				POLITICS

				
					Chapter 63: No to the Invasion of Iraq

				

				
					Chapter 64: Language and the Left

				

				
					Chapter 65: Camp Insensitivity

				

				
					Chapter 66: Bill Clinton: The Hormonal President

				

				
					Chapter 67: Sarah Palin: Country Woman

				

				
					Chapter 68: Donald Trump: Viking Dragon

				

			

			
				RELIGION

				
					Chapter 69: Jesus and the Bible

				

				
					Chapter 70: That Old-Time Religion

				

				
					Chapter 71: Cults and Cosmic Consciousness: Religious Vision in the American 1960s 

				

				
					Chapter 72: Religion and the Arts in America

				

				
					Chapter 73: Resolved: Religion Belongs in the Curriculum 

				

				
					Chapter 74: St. Teresa of Avila

				

			

			
				APPENDICES

			

			
				A Media Chronicle

				Illustrations

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				Previous Publication Information

				Permissions Acknowledgments

				Illustration Credits

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			This book is not for everyone.

			It is not for those who believe that they and their friends, allies, political parties, or churches have found the absolute truth about mankind, present or future.

			It is not for those who believe that language must be policed to serve what they view as a higher social good, nor is it for those who grant to government and its proxies on college campuses the right to require and enforce “correct” thinking.

			It is not for those who believe that art is a servant of political agendas or philanthropic goals or that it contains hidden coercive messages that must be exposed and destroyed.

			It is not for those who see women as victims and men as the enemy or who think that women are incapable of asserting their rights and human dignity everywhere, including the workplace, without the intervention and protection of authority figures deputized by the power of the state.

			It is not for those who see human behavior as wholly formed by oppressive social forces and who deny the shadowy influence of evolution and biology on desire, fantasy, and anarchic impulse, from love to crime.

			This book is instead for those who elevate free thought and free speech over all other values, including material considerations of wealth, status, or physical well-being.

			It is for those who see art and the contemplation of art as a medium of intuition and revelation, a web work of meaning that should be enhanced and celebrated and not demeaned by teachers who cynically deny the possibility of meaning.

			
			It is for those who see women as men’s equals who, in their just and necessary demand for equality before the law, do not plead for special protections for women as a weaker sex.

			It is for those who see nature as a vast and sublime force which mankind is too puny to control or alter and which fatefully shapes us as individuals and as a species.

			It is for those who see life in spiritual terms as a quest for enlightenment, a dynamic process of ceaseless observation, reflection, and self-education.

			A premise of this book, following the great cultural revolution of the 1960s, which was thwarted by the reactionary and elitist forces of academic postmodernism, is that higher consciousness transcends all distinctions of race, class, and gender. Sixties multiculturalism was energized by a convergence of influences from world religions—both Buddhism (a legacy of the Beat writers) and Hinduism, which suffused popular music. Standard interpretation of the radical 1960s in exclusively political terms is a common but major error that I address in detail in an essay collected here, “Cults and Cosmic Consciousness: Religious Vision in the American 1960s.”

			Although I am an atheist, I have immense admiration and respect for religion as a comprehensive symbol-system, far more profound in its poetry, insight, and metaphysical sweep than anything currently offered by secular humanism. In my Cornerstone Arts Lecture at Colorado College, “Religion and the Arts in America” (also collected here), I demonstrate how central religion has been to American culture and how its emotionally expressive and multiracial gospel tradition remains the principal reason for America’s continued world dominance in commercial popular music.

			I have argued for decades that true multiculturalism would be achieved in education not by splintering the curriculum into politicized fiefdoms but by making comparative religion the core curriculum of world education. An early piece on this subject (published in my first essay collection, Sex, Art, and American Culture in 1992) was “East and West: An Experiment in Multiculturalism,” a chronicle of an interdisciplinary humanities course that I co-taught with artist and social activist Lily Yeh at the University of the Arts. In the present volume, the same theme is addressed in my opening statement for a 2017 debate at the Yale Political Union, “Resolved: Religion Belongs in the Curriculum.”

			
			Provocations covers the two and a half decades since my last general essay collection, Vamps & Tramps, in 1994. Some of my articles and lectures on sex, gender, and feminism were published separately a year ago in Free Women, Free Men. The latter volume contains my 1991 New York Newsday op-ed on date-rape that caused prolonged controversy as the first public protest against an escalating hysteria around that issue on college campuses and in the media. I continue to espouse my code of “street-smart feminism,” which frankly acknowledges the risks and dangers of life and encourages women to remain eternally vigilant and alert and to accept responsibility for their choices and adventures.

			However, as the generations pass since the sexual revolution launched in 1960 by the release of the first birth-control pill, discourse about sex has become progressively more ideological, rigid, and banal. The feminist rejection of Freud as sexist has eliminated basic tools of psychological analysis once standard in cultural criticism. Few young adults with elite school degrees today appear to realize how romantic attractions and interactions often repeat patterns rooted in early family life. Nor do they seem to have heard of the complex principle of ambivalence, which produces mixed messages that can disastrously complicate social encounters.

			In my first book, Sexual Personae (1990), I wrote extensively about the tormented fragility of male sexual identity—which most feminist theory, with its bitterly anti-male premises, seems incapable of recognizing. Too often, women fail to realize how much power they have over men, whose ambition and achievement in the public realm are often wedded to remorseless anxiety and insecurity. Canonical feminist theory has also missed the emotional and conceptual symbolism in sexual behavior—as in the infantile penile displays of entertainment industry moguls who appear to have routinely chosen as targets women who would show embarrassment, confusion, or fear and not those who would laugh, scold, or whack that tender member with the nearest shoe, purse, hairbrush, or lamp. Interpreting such pathetically squalid scenes in exclusively political rather than psychological terms does not help women to make their way through the minefield of a professional world that will always be stressful, competitive, and uncertain for aspirants of both sexes.

			
			The masculine dream of sexual freedom is writ large in the drawings of Tom of Finland, who heavily influenced gay male iconography after World War Two and directly inspired photographer Robert Mapplethorpe (whom I defended in Sex, Art, and American Culture). My essay, “Sex Quest in Tom of Finland,” which was written for the massive Taschen edition of Tom’s collected works, stresses the pagan energy, vitality, and humor of Tom’s pornographic all-male world, with its panoply of archetypes borrowed from Hollywood and Nazi-era Finland.

			The initial theme of my work, however, was not masculinity but androgyny, the subject of my doctoral dissertation at Yale. (Its title was Sexual Personae: The Androgyne in Literature and Art.) When the prospectus for my thesis was accepted in 1971, it was the only dissertation on sex at the Yale Graduate School. While completing its writing at my first teaching job at Bennington College, I was electrified by David Bowie in his Ziggy Stardust phase, which seemed to encapsulate everything that I had been thinking about gender. Forty years later, Bowie would put Sexual Personae on a list of his 100 favorite books. It did not surprise me: that great artist was sensing himself mirrored back from my pages. It was a tremendous honor to be invited by London’s Victoria & Albert Museum to write the article on gender for the catalog of its mammoth 2013 exhibition of Bowie costumes, which then toured the world. That essay, “Theater of Gender: David Bowie at the Climax of the Sexual Revolution,” is reprinted here.

			As I have often said, my own protest against gender norms began in childhood with my flagrantly dissident Halloween costumes: Robin Hood at age five; a toreador at six; a Roman soldier at seven; Napoleon at eight; Hamlet at nine. (A photo of me as Napoleon appears elsewhere in this book.) From college on, I adopted the gender-bending styles of Mod London, which were effectively transvestite. However, despite my lifelong transgender identification, I do not accept most of the current transgender agenda, which denies biological sex differences, dictates pronouns, and recklessly promotes medical and surgical interventions. An excerpt from an interview with The Weekly Standard, where I condemn the use of puberty blockers on children as a violation of human rights, is collected here. When Sexual Personae was released, I called it “the biggest sex change in history.” Gore Vidal rightly said that the voice of Sexual Personae was the voice of his transsexual heroine, Myra Breckinridge. Aggressive, implacable, and scathingly satirical, that voice is a transgender construction, using the materials of language and mind. To questioning young people drawn to the siren song of hormones and surgery, I say: Stay fluid! Stay free!

			
			It is surely my sexually dual perspective that has allowed me to understand and sympathize with Alfred Hitchcock’s awed and quasi-mystical view of women, which so many other feminists have reductively condemned as “misogynous.” I defended Hitchcock in my British Film Institute book on The Birds (1998), as well as in essays such as “Women and Magic in Alfred Hitchcock,” written for the BFI’s 2012 Hitchcock retrospective and collected here. Other pieces on film in this book celebrate movie music and lament the waning of European art film as well as the decline of film criticism.

			One of my principal ambitions since my student days has been to develop an interpretative style that could integrate high and popular culture, which had exploded during the 1960s. I call myself a Warholite: Andy Warhol’s improvisational, avant-garde short films (starring gay hustlers and drag queens) and his conversion of publicity photos of Hollywood stars into radiant Byzantine icons provided an inspiring template for my work. In contrast, I detest and oppose academic media studies that monotonously recycle judgmental, politicized terminology from the passé Frankfurt School, which has no feeling whatever for popular culture.

			Provocations, I submit, demonstrates the range and flexibility of my system of interpretation, which fiercely attacks when necessary but which respectfully illuminates both the artist and the artwork, from Old Masters like Shakespeare and Leonardo to modern music stars like Prince and Rihanna. In college, I was impatient with the New Criticism, which I felt was too narrow and genteel and had to be urgently expanded with history and psychology. But I have continued to apply the New Critical technique of close textual analysis to everything I write about, as in my pieces here on Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror or on what I call the “psychotic mysticism” of poet Theodore Roethke. One of my long-range goals in college was to break down the barriers between genres, and I believe that my interdisciplinary method has in fact done that—extending the same minute focus and dramatic commentary to all of the arts but also to contemporary politics.

			
			My columns and op-eds on politics over the past quarter century are too numerous to reprint or even catalog. I think I showed special facility for analyzing the horse race of presidential primaries, when my reviews of televised debates, for example, were usually far more attuned than those of the major media to how the candidates were actually being perceived by mainstream voters. I consider the cover-story Salon.com interview (collected here) that I did with editor-in-chief David Talbot in February 2003 to be a supreme highlight of my career: I was virtually alone among political commentators in condemning the imminent invasion of Iraq. Other leading media, including The New York Times and The New Yorker, had shockingly surrendered to tissue-thin government propaganda.

			Full columns have been reproduced here on three political figures: Bill Clinton, Sarah Palin, and Donald Trump. I have written so voluminously and variously about Hillary Clinton since the Clintons’ arrival on the national scene in 1992 that there was no one piece that could be considered representative. Hence I have interwoven excerpts about her from numerous articles in the “Media Chronicle” at the back of the book. (It lists articles in English only. My extensive articles and interviews on politics, art, and other subjects in the foreign press, particularly in Italy and Brazil, have been omitted.) The reader should be forewarned that I began as a Hillary fan but became steadily disillusioned over the years.

			I was speaking, writing, and crusading about the first woman president throughout the 1990s, when most other feminists were absorbed with policy issues. Reproduced in this book is a poster advertising my appearance at a 1996 debate at the Yale Political Union (“Resolved: America Needs a Female President”), which was recorded for national TV broadcast by C-SPAN. The “Media Chronicle” also contains excerpts of then-controversial columns or articles where I was notably prescient, as a registered Democrat, about developing problems and evasions in my own party that would eventually lead, many years later, to its stunning surprise defeat in the 2016 presidential election.

			
			Education is a major theme in this book. As a career teacher of nearly half a century, I have watched American universities miss their epochal opportunity for radical curricular reform in the 1970s and descend decade by decade into the balkanized, bureaucratic, therapeutic customer-service operations that they are today. High scholarly standards and deep erudition (as admirably exemplified by the stiff, stuffy, old-guard professors at Yale when I arrived as a graduate student) have so vanished that their value and indeed their very existence are denied by today’s bright, shiny, and shallow academic theorists. The real revolution would have been to smash the departmental structure of the humanities, reunite the fragmented fields of literature and art, and create an authentically multicultural global curriculum.

			A principal piece in this volume is “The North American Intellectual Tradition,” which was given as the Second Annual Marshall McLuhan Lecture at Fordham University. There as in my long exposé, “Junk Bonds and Corporate Raiders” (published by Arion in 1991 and reprinted in Sex, Art, and American Culture), I reject European post-structuralism and call for a reorientation toward North American pragmatism, grounded in nature. The academic stampede toward pretentious, abstruse French theorists in the 1970s was a grotesque betrayal of the American 1960s, which was animated by a Romantic return to nature and a reconnection of art with the sensory—the dynamic life of the body. Michel Foucault’s primary influence, by his own admission, was playwright Samuel Beckett—whose depressive postwar nihilism was swept away by the communal music and dance of the 1960s. Today’s jargon-spouting academic postmodernists with their snidely debunking style are not the heirs of ’60s leftism but retrograde bourgeois elitists, still picking through the shards of T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land.

			
			This book contains multiple examples of my early involvement with the Web. “Dispatches from the New Frontier: Writing for the Internet” documents the process by which I developed the unique format of my long-running Salon.com column, which debuted on January 13, 1997. Because articles written for the Web are viewed on a screen rather than a page, adjustments must be made in syntax, diction, and visual design. A continuing failure to recognize this has produced the reams of slack, verbose, meandering prose that currently clogs the Web on both news sites and blogs. Historically, it will eventually be recognized that my lengthy, multi-part Salon column, with its variety of tone and topics and its gradual incorporation of reader letters, was the first blog, a new literary genre of the digital age. During the first few years of my column, only Mickey Kaus (whose online profile began after mine) was doing anything comparable, but his Slate.com column and later Web site were wholly focused on politics. My narrative and autobiographical diary approach was so new that Salon’s editor-in-chief relayed complaints from other staffers that there was too much of me in my columns. In retrospect, it is clear that my work for Salon prefigured today’s universal social media.

			“Dispatches from the New Frontier” also describes how the geographically scattered, maverick founders of the Web instantly understood and supported my libertarian and multi-media ideas. In the early 1990s, while my work was being ostracized by the academic establishment, the dissidents on The Well were discussing it from coast to coast. Stewart Brand, a co-founder of The Well, interviewed me in 1993 for the premiere issue of Wired, which called me “possibly the next Marshall McLuhan.” I co-hosted early online chats, an innovative interactive genre whose format was, by today’s standards, strikingly primitive.

			Included in this book is the transcript of a collaboration I did on “Oscar Style” with Glenn Belverio (in his drag persona as Glennda Orgasm) for an America Online “CyberPlex Auditorium” in 1996. The low-tech print-out format of our dialogue with real-time questioners, on the day after the Academy Awards ceremony, has been reproduced as exactly as possible. Before the Web, people had to wait more than a full day before there could be newspaper coverage of the Oscars, with their climactic late-night finale. Hence I lobbied David Talbot about the Web’s potential for rapid response to the Oscars broadcast, and the result was a yearly feature on Salon, “Camille Does the Oscars.” I also campaigned in Salon and Interview magazine for comprehensive reporting on Oscars fashions—another of my prophetic themes: the red carpet would eventually win epic coverage by Joan Rivers and become a media staple, currently on the verge of excess.

			
			Finally, two interviews here focus on my philosophy and practice as a writer. My writing has always been motivated by the search for a voice—or rather for many voices, keyed to the moment. There is nothing more important to me than the power of words to describe, re-create, entrance, and provoke.

		

	
		
		
			
			POPULAR CULTURE

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			THE GRANDEUR OF OLD HOLLYWOOD*

			As a child, I had two pagan high holy days every year. The first was Halloween, where I advertised my transgender soul by masquerading as a matador, a Roman soldier, Napoleon, or Hamlet. The second was Oscars night, when Hollywood put its dazzling glamour on heady display for the whole world.

			As I was growing up in the drearily conformist 1950s and early ’60s, it was hard to find information about popular culture, which wasn’t taken seriously. Deep-think European art films were drawing tiny coteries of intellectuals to small, seedy theaters, but flamboyant mainstream Hollywood was still dismissed as crass, commercial trash.

			Confidential magazine, a splashy rag specializing in steamy innuendo, was my main news source about all things Hollywood. I avidly followed the lurid adventures of my favorite movie star, Elizabeth Taylor, as she breezily acquired and shed husbands at the drop of a hat. Eventually, my collection of Taylor clippings and photos reached 599.

			As a brash Italian-American oppressed by the postwar cult of cheerful, girly blondeness, I celebrated when the voluptuous, brunette Taylor stole singer Eddie Fisher from that petite juggernaut of peppy blonde niceness, Debbie Reynolds. Much later, I learned to deeply respect the indomitable spunk, professionalism, and craft of both Doris Day and Debbie Reynolds, but at the time, I darkly viewed them as ruthless tyrants of an ossified WASP establishment.

			
			Most of the country automatically took Debbie’s side in the 1958 Fisher scandal, a sympathy stoked by her shrewd posing for an endless series of upbeat, homey photos with her two small children, Carrie and Todd. Her adulterous rival was publicly excoriated as a vixen and tramp, a heartless home-wrecker.

			This was the backstory to the supreme Oscar moment of my lifetime—when Elizabeth Taylor, having just survived a near-death tracheotomy during an episode of pneumonia in London, won the award for Best Actress for her spectacular performance as a sleek Manhattan call girl in Butterfield 8 (1960). Three years after her treacherous adultery, Hollywood was formally forgiving her and welcoming her back to the fold.

			Watching the Oscars on TV in upstate New York, I was in near delirium at Taylor’s unexpected win. My breathless state of ecstasy lasted for the entire next school day, where I felt like I was floating on a cloud. In retrospect, I realize that Taylor’s triumph was indeed a huge cultural watershed, a prefiguration of the coming sexual revolution.

			But a surprise waited. The 1961 Oscars were still being broadcast in black and white. A week later, a gorgeous full-color photo of Taylor regally seated at the Oscars party appeared on the cover of Life magazine. Her white cigarette holder was elegantly raised above a full champagne glass near a bottle of Dom Perignon resting on ice.

			The billowing white skirt of her floral-embellished Christian Dior dress was barely glimpsed. We saw only her starkly simple, pale yellow bodice that seemed to be channeling the golden glow of the Oscar statuette, which was offering her its adoration from amid a burst of red tulips, matching her full, crimson lips.

			That night, with her magnetic composure and luminous charisma, Taylor exuded all the pomp and power of old Hollywood, from which she had emerged as a child star just before the decline of the studio system. Even her glossy raven bouffant was a work of art, because surely those intricate petals had been sculpted by her close friend, hair stylist Sydney Guilaroff, one of the creative geniuses of MGM production at its height.

			The Life cover also revealed a strange perversity: austerely presenting herself without necklace or brooch, Taylor seemed to be wearing the vertical, white tracheotomy scar on her throat as a fashion accessory. It was a tour de force of ambiguous eroticism, like a Catholic saint’s statue of a martyr flaunting her wounds.

			
			Taylor enthroned with her Butterfield 8 trophy is probably the greatest post-Oscars photo ever taken. Next would be Terry O’Neill’s picture of Faye Dunaway breakfasting at the Beverly Hills Hotel the morning after she won the Best Actress award for Network (1976). Lounging at poolside in her creamy silk dressing gown, newspapers scattered at her feet, Dunaway contemplates her Oscar with a tinge of ironic detachment and fatigue.

			This bleak, brilliant photo marks the arrival of a new generation in Hollywood, hip, smart, and cynical. The mythic grandeur of old Hollywood and its pantheon of celestial stars is already gone.

		

		
			* [“Camille Paglia on Oscar Glamour Then and Now: ‘The Mythic Grandeur of Old Hollywood Is Gone,’ ” The Hollywood Reporter, February 23, 2017.]
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			ART OF SONG LYRIC*

			Thirty years ago, during my second year of teaching humanities at the Philadelphia College of Performing Arts (1985–86), I created an elective two-semester course called “Lyric” that began with ancient Greek poetry and ended with modern song lyrics, from Broadway musicals to folk-rock. In the course catalog, I described it as “a study of how contemporary song lyrics developed from the tradition of lyric poetry and folk ballads.” My aim was to demonstrate how poetry had begun as ritual performance, accompanied on the lyre, and how after a half millennium of the Gutenberg print era, poetry had returned to its performance roots and its spiritual bonding with music.

			My immediate target was our music majors in both the classical and jazz programs. Many young guitarists and drummers were playing in bar bands and trying to develop their own material, in hopes of landing a record contract. The writing requirement for the course was “critical or creative,” with the option to compose original song lyrics. The second semester, which covered Romanticism to modernism, had a natural organic shape, because Lyrical Ballads, the revolutionary 1798 volume of poems by William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, was partly inspired by the new interest in folk culture typified by Robert Burns’ collecting of rural Scottish ballads.

			I was concerned about the declining quality and prestige of popular song lyrics in the 1980s, when visual flash, tailored to the exciting new genre of music videos, was increasingly dominating music-industry priorities. In hard rock, flamboyant virtuoso guitar solos were replacing the marriage of vivid lyrics with expressive vocals. Working with aspiring songwriters, I found that exposure to major poetry sharpened their awareness of the power and possibilities of language. Simple strategies—such as typing up their own lyrics-in-process to peruse visually—helped them clarify basic issues of theme and form and detect any inconsistencies in point of view.

			
			After a merger in 1987 with our next-door neighbor, the Philadelphia College of Art, to form the University of the Arts, “Lyric” evolved into its present one-semester incarnation, “Art of Song Lyric,” a course of general cultural appreciation for students from all majors. As my coverage of music history expanded, poetry per se was dropped for reasons of time, and the creative writing component was also discontinued. Term papers now focused on popular, jazz, or art song in any time period or world region. Frequent topics remain leading lyricists and vocalists, past or present, as well as musical groups, famous or not. For example, I have periodically gotten intriguing papers about struggling club bands in metropolitan Philadelphia and New Jersey.

			My classroom procedure remains the same: I distribute lyric sheets of selected songs, and we methodically analyze them like poems, with close attention paid to voice, tone, imagery, and narrative (if relevant), with its ancillary premises of character, scene, and time. It is crucial to do my own lyric sheets, because published versions of even classic hit songs are often startlingly inaccurate, with misheard words, jumbled-together lines, or missing stanza divisions that obscure a shapely song structure. I play the song twice, before and after our discussion. Ideally, the students on second hearing will experience a sense of pleasurable surprise and revelation, as the song seems to have strangely altered and expanded on its own.

			My song choices have steadily changed, but one favorite remains fixed because of its resounding success over the decades: I always begin the semester with “Silver Dagger,” the traditional ballad from the Southern Appalachian Mountains with which Joan Baez opened her blockbuster first album in 1960. The economy and compression of this haunting song, streamlined by generations of oral transmission, should stand as an inspiration to any writer.

			Don’t sing love songs, you’ll wake my mother,

				She’s sleeping here right by my side,

				And in her right hand a silver dagger,

				She says that I can’t be your bride.

				All men are false, says my mother,

				They’ll tell you wicked, lovin’ lies,

				And the very next evening, they’ll court another,

				Leave you alone to pine and sigh.

				My daddy is a handsome devil,

				He’s got a chain five miles long,

				And on every link a heart does dangle

				Of another maid he’s loved and wronged.

				Go court another tender maiden

				And hope that she will be your wife,

				For I have been warned, and I’ve decided

				To sleep alone all of my life.

			

			In this brilliant theater of the here and now, a young woman conducts a tense exchange with her serenading suitor through the open window of what may well be a one-room shack. She urgently hushes him; his song is stifled so that hers can begin—a searing elegy for lost hopes. Poverty cancels out impropriety: she is sitting up in bed, next to her sleeping mother, whose steel dagger gleams silver, as if in moonlight. The mother’s tight grip represents her world of fear, her thirst for vengeance, and ultimately her choking of her daughter’s life.

			In the British and Scots-Irish ballad tradition, from which today’s country music developed, men are mobile, roaming free while women endlessly wait, abandoned or pinned down by duty. The brooding mother is poisoned with cynicism: “All men are false”; all men lie, seduce, humiliate. The daughter, however, sees her absent, derelict father from an appreciative distance: he’s a “handsome devil,” predatory and amoral but charismatic and irresistible. He collects hearts like scalps. His scattered conquests, still infatuated, are like dazed prisoners in a chain gang. His emblem is the coldly metallic—the chain’s iron links as well as the mother’s fetishistic dagger, portraying the penis as impersonally wounding to women, defined as the “tender” and vulnerable. Gender is inescapably polarized.

			
			The song, just four stanzas long, has a wonderfully lucid design, beginning in the present, jumping backward to sketch in the past, then returning to the present. There is no future—or rather the future is murdered by the mother’s bitterness and her daughter’s renunciation. Torn by pity and loyalty, the daughter chooses her mother’s paralyzed state of endless war, a stubborn mountain feud. The two are self-entombed with suffocating bad memories. There will be no more risky love and thus no children or posterity. Time stops.

			Although only 19 when she recorded this debut album, where she accompanies herself on acoustic guitar, Baez already had exquisite vocal phrasing as well as a mastery of poignantly modulated dynamics. Other ballads on the album also work well in the classroom, such as “John Riley,” the homecoming tale of a seafarer so changed by seven harsh years away that he is unrecognized by his faithful betrothed, or “Mary Hamilton,” a complex saga of seduction, infanticide, and execution on the gallows that may descend from a seventeenth-century scandal at a royal court.

			While Joan Baez has unfailingly impressed, her colleague and sometime flame Bob Dylan has not. To my dismay, Dylan was a very hard sell in my classes throughout the 1980s. His voice struck many students as thin and grating, while the relentless hyper-verbalism and attack style of his protest songs seemed out of sync with the times. That thankfully changed in the 1990s, probably because of the impact of aggressively political rap, which had become hugely popular among white male teenagers trapped in the blandness and materialism of suburban shopping-mall culture. Dylan’s message-heavy intensity seemed relevant again, a recovered stature happily sustained in the new century.

			“Subterranean Homesick Blues,” Dylan’s 1965 breakthrough radio hit, is actually a proto-rap song in the rural “talking blues” tradition. Its delirious barrage of satiric blows at a surveillance society of corrupt authority figures, economic exploitation, and assembly-line institutions speaks directly to our time. I have repeatedly used the song to demonstrate how much can be packed into a very short space (two minutes, twenty seconds).

			
			But Dylan’s true masterpiece, in my view, is “Desolation Row,” the more than eleven-minute song that closes Highway 61 Revisited (1965). I submit that this lyric is the most important poem in English since Allen Ginsberg’s Howl (which influenced it) and that it is far greater than anything produced since then by the official poets canonized by the American or British critical establishment. The epic ambition, daring scenarios, and emotionally compelling detail of “Desolation Row” make John Ashbery’s multiple-prize-winning Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror (1975) look like the verbose, affected academic exercise that it is. I have written elsewhere (in regard to the selection process for my book on poetry, Break, Blow, Burn) of my rejection of the pretentious pseudo-philosophizing of overpraised contemporary poets like Harvard’s Jorie Graham, none of whom come anywhere near the high artistic rank of Bob Dylan.

			“Desolation Row” is so long—four printed pages, taking three class days to discuss—that I rarely do it now. But it is a stunning achievement, with all the passion and vision missing from today’s writers in virtually every genre. When I first transcribed the song for classroom use, its elegantly symmetrical structure leapt into view: ten triads (sets of three stanzas), each ending in the rhythmic refrain, “Desolation Row.” As recorded, the song is accompanied by acoustic guitars that begin quietly and become lashingly emphatic.

			Modeling himself on his mentor, the working-class bard Woody Guthrie, Dylan has chronically concealed and denied his wide reading. “Desolation Row” uses Rimbaud’s hallucinatory surrealism to fuse T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land vision of Western civilization to the comic archetypal mythologies of James Joyce’s Ulysses. The Bible, Roman history, fairy tales, Shakespeare, and Hollywood movies fly by. Dylan’s muse here is, I believe, Billie Holiday: “As Lady and I look out tonight / From Desolation Row.” He is listening to a record by Lady Day (as she was reverently called by jazz musicians) and has assumed her melancholy insight and personal trauma as his own.

			Each triad of “Desolation Row” exposes the lies, limitations, cruelties, or collateral damage in different sectors of society: politics, law enforcement, and racial injustice; heterosexuality (set in a hostile gay bar); religion; science; psychiatry; the legitimate theater; corporate careerism; universities and English departments. Desolation Row is a state of mind, a self-positioning at the margins, where the artist identifies himself, like the Romantics, with the dispossessed, the outcasts and losers.

			
			In the final triad, after a mournfully piercing harmonica solo, Dylan himself appears, addressing someone whom I suspect is his mother. She has probably sent him a chatty letter about his Zimmerman relatives, whose name he had long cast off. Dylan the artist, taking Lady Day as his foster mother, bids goodbye to his old identity and to books and letters and everything processed by social norms. He will seek truth, if it is ever to be had, in direct experience and spiritual intuition.

			After many experiments and permutations, “Art of Song Lyric” now has a dual trajectory. I begin with the Appalachian ballad tradition from its politicization during the violent unionization of Kentucky coal-miners in the 1930s through the protest-oriented folk movement shepherded by Pete Seeger to Bob Dylan’s controversial turn to the electric guitar, then a symbol of commercialized rock ’n’ roll. Folk-rock, Dylan’s creation, lasts barely five years but produces innumerable lyrics of high poetic quality, from Donovan’s “Season of the Witch” to Crosby, Stills, and Nash’s dreamily jazz-inflected yet ominously apocalyptic “Wooden Ships” (co-written by Paul Kantner).

			Next we follow the African-American tradition from its roots in West Africa to the emergence of the blues in the rural South. YouTube has become a tremendous resource for video clips of West African “speaking drums,” call-and-response group singing, and melismatic vocal technique (probably Islamic in origin) that survived in American blues. The powerful religious current in African-American culture surfaced in the Negro spirituals (a fusion of blues tonalities with Protestant hymn measure) that white audiences first heard from the Fisk Jubilee Singers on international tour after the Civil War.

			The blues spread into jazz and torch singing and then Chicago electric blues, the crucible of rock ’n’ roll. The British blues revival of the 1950s and ’60s produced great bands like the Yardbirds, the Rolling Stones, and Led Zeppelin. Simultaneously, African-American soul music merged gospel singing with secular, romantic themes and, in Marvin Gaye’s landmark What’s Going On, a topical social consciousness.

			
			James Brown, “the godfather of soul,” shattered European song format by returning popular music to West African style, an endless stream of exclamatory riffs over heavy, “funky” bass and percussion that gave birth to disco. In the 1970s, lyrics lost importance in hedonistic, producer-driven disco; with a few exceptions, political content vanished. But the invisible mastermind d.j.’s of disco clubs took their dual-turntable technology to the streets and by the late 1970s had created rap (influenced by Jamaican “toasting”) in the Bronx. Elements of rap had long existed in African-American culture, where rhythmic speech as performance was already recorded in the 1920s and probably had antecedents in the recitations of African griots (tribal bards).

			Rap spread globally in the late twentieth century and, under the general rubric of hip-hop, now dominates music industry sales. It helped inspire the poetry slam movement, which began in Chicago in the mid-1980s and went national in the ’90s. Rap as an incantatory, improvisational form descends from the “dozens” or “snaps,” a competitive African-American game of escalating put-downs, cheered on by the group. Its fast pace and bouncing internal rhymes have enormous propulsive vitality. As an artistic style, rap is energizing and confrontational rather than contemplative or self-analytic. The voice is so weaponized that admission of fears, doubts, or ambiguities can be difficult. Themes are sometimes scattershot or undeveloped. Nevertheless, rap’s extemporaneous channeling of colloquial speech is so robust and dynamic that it makes most contemporary American and British poetry seem stilted, stale, and cloistered.

			To complete the spectrum in “Art of Song Lyric,” I do a brief survey of the major genres of hymn, aria, lieder, cabaret, and musical theater. But my primary goal is to give historical shape and context to the enormous body of modern popular music that young people now hear in random digital isolation, without the framing commentary by d.j.’s in the old era of radio airplay. High-level song production is becoming depersonalized, with beats invented by digital whiz kids being handed off for slapped-on lyrics—an assembly-line contrivance then dropped in the lap of a star vocalist. The integral artistic bonding of music and lyrics is weakening. There is one solution, perhaps the only one: immersion in the lost poetry of music.

		

		
			* [Salon.com, March 31, 2016.]
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			ON RIHANNA*

			The songs I most admire on Rihanna’s latest album, Anti, are “Desperado,” “Never Ending” (with its lilting old Caribbean sea chanty refrain), and “Love on the Brain,” a piercing aria of retro-soul grand opera. Only the husky, soul-baring Adele right now is matching Rihanna’s emotional intensity and authenticity.

			My favorite Rihanna song is probably the hypnotic “Pour It Up,” from Unapologetic. I think it is a true work of art, with a chilly avant-garde edge. The stunningly sensual strip-club setting of the official video has unfortunately distracted people from the eerie power of the song itself, which is about a state of mind rather than a banquet of vibrating flesh.

			Certainly, I applaud the steely exhibitionism of the regally enthroned Rihanna and her phalanx of twerking pole-dancers: the video correctly represents strip clubs as citadels of female power, not as pig-stys for rutting male buffoons, as they were once routinely portrayed by feminist puritans. For an article called “Woman as Goddess” in the October 1994 issue of Penthouse magazine, I took a woman journalist on a tour of New York strip clubs to demonstrate how admiring and visibly cowed the men were in the pagan presence of a dynamic woman dancer. Men’s money in that ritual environment does not control women but rather the opposite: money is the poor tribute by which desperate men win a dominant woman’s momentary attention.

			
			When one listens to “Pour It Up” without the video’s luscious visual stimulations, its infernal soundscape (almost like the jittery electronic soundtrack of Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds) is overwhelming. We are in The Twilight Zone, where a leading woman artist who grew up married to idyllic nature on a sun-drenched island is wandering in a murky, directionless urban world of overwhelming wealth and material display. No recent song to my knowledge has so directly confronted the contemporary search for meaning—which too many people have deflected into the toxic flux of an insanely polarized politics.

			Rihanna is virtually the only performer today who consistently intrigues and fascinates me. My exacting high standards were formed by the golden age of the entertainment industry, which began in the 1920s (with jazz, radio, and sound movies) and which precipitously declined by the late 1990s, as the Web achieved hegemony. It’s as if the Muses have abandoned us: look at how painfully clumsy a proven genius like Madonna seems as she struggles to regain the creative brilliance and global impact of her early years, when every taboo-breaking video she released was electrifying.

			At a time when too many Hollywood actors are hopelessly depthless and try to compensate for their mediocrity by hijacking arts-celebrating ceremonies for clichéd political rants, Rihanna exudes the complexity, mystery, and magic of classic stars like Ava Gardner, a country-girl renegade who lived and loved spontaneously, her stormy melodramas periodically erupting into the news. I love to monitor Rihanna’s transnational doings via the Daily Mail, with its pap shots of her enigmatic predawn exits from nightclubs or her grand arrivals in full drag at glittering events. What maverick fashion smarts she has—that startling profusion of sculptural looks and the ingenious array of accessories and makeup in dazzling rainbow colors. Rihanna is an instinctive performance artist born for the camera.

			I wrote two cover stories on Rihanna four years ago, one in The Sunday Times Magazine in London and the other in the magazine supplement of La Repubblica in Rome. There is a piquant saga attached to the London piece, in which I warned that by increasingly Instagramming fabulously sexy photos of herself to taunt her bad-boy ex, Chris Brown, Rihanna was ominously headed down the same path as Diana, Princess of Wales. The charismatic Diana seduced the media and skillfully used them as a propaganda tool against her errant husband, the callously adulterous Charles. But then Diana was stalked nonstop for years by the ravenous media wolf pack—leading directly to her fatal 1997 car crash in the Alma tunnel in Paris. In its resumé of my article, the Daily Mail published the most sensational of Rihanna’s Instagrams (from the superbly atmospheric fireplace series taken by her longtime close friend, the gifted Melissa Forde).

			
			By some strange alchemy, my Sunday Times Magazine cover story was published by chance on the very weekend that Rihanna arrived in London to debut her fashion line. Returning to her hotel early Sunday morning after a heavy night of pub-crawling, she found the newspaper waiting outside her room and was amazed to see herself linked on the front page to the legendary Diana, whom she loved. She tweeted two images to her millions of followers—the magazine section lying on her bed and the front page where she was flagged above the headline—the big surprise that greeted her when (as she tweeted) she “came home drunk” to her hotel.

			There is a melancholy coda to this story. Rihanna’s conservative, church-going mother in Barbados eventually saw the sexy fireplace photos and came down hard on her. Rihanna told Elle magazine, “I’m not afraid of any person in this world but my mother—I’m terrified of her….She went crazy on me….I felt like I got my ass whipped in front of the class in school.” So Rihanna’s blazing career in ultra-sophisticated soft-core online porn seems, alas, to be over. If I played any role, however small, in that major cultural loss, I do publicly repent here and now!

		

		
			* [“Uncensored: Camille Paglia on Rihanna, Identity Politics, and Sexuality,” interview with Alex Kazemi, V magazine, March 27, 2017.]
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			THE DEATH OF PRINCE*

			I would certainly classify Prince as a major artist of the late twentieth century, but I must admit some disappointment with how his brilliant career developed or failed to develop over time. His great period was his early one, from the late 1970s to the mid-1980s, when he created a brand-new sonic landscape and used the emergent genre of music videos as a flamboyant medium of performance art. Musically, he downscaled Rick James’ massive macho funk chords into a bewitching web work of intricate rhythms, intimate and sensual. As a sexual persona, he borrowed transgender motifs from Little Richard and Jimi Hendrix and refashioned himself first as a half-naked s&m rent boy and then as an aristocratic dandy, dripping silk and lace.

			There is both a Mardi Gras and voodoo element in Prince: all four of his grandparents were born in Louisiana (and photos of his parents suggest they were at least partly Creole). He was one of the most photogenic people on the planet: his personal magnetism and artistic intensity verged on the eerie and mystical. But it’s clear that, like Michael Jackson, Prince became a prisoner of his own fame. I was horrified by the aerial views of Paisley Park published after his death: I had no idea Prince was living like that—in a lavish windowless bunker as characterless as an office park. Paisley Park is of course mainly a recording studio, but as a residence, it looks like a set for Edgar Allan Poe’s “Masque of the Red Death.”

			No music fan who lived through Prince’s sensational Purple Rain period in 1984 will ever forget it. We were all drenched in the florid extravagance of his swashbuckling self-presentation and the searing confession of his half-crippling melancholy. The long, climactic title song of that movie still has a tremendous, near-religious charge. But then what? By the late 1980s, Prince remained highly productive, but there was a lapse in originality, and very few of his songs ever reached the top of the charts again. Changing his name to a love symbol seemed like a silly stunt to me, and I wasn’t impressed by a multi-millionaire writing “slave” on his face as a gesture against his record company.

			
			The news about Prince’s death two weeks ago was announced while my “Art of Song Lyric” course was meeting. We were in fact doing the period from James Brown through soul, disco, and funk. I was incredulous when I got back to my office and saw the shocking headline on the Drudge Report. At our next class, I immediately showed Prince’s “Kiss” video (1986) to demonstrate what pure talent looks like. What a low-budget masterpiece that beautifully edited video is—nothing but dance, gesture, seductive rhythm, and witty warmth.

			And then I showed a new discovery, a Patti Labelle song from 1989 that I hadn’t heard in decades and had completely forgotten—“Yo Mister.” I had no idea that Prince had written, produced, and played on that powerful song about a young girl dying of a drug overdose until I read it in the Daily Mail after his death. In the video, Patti is shown (like a deus ex machina on a Philadelphia balcony) condemning the girl’s hard-hearted father as he stonily walks away from her grave in the Louisiana countryside, where a New Orleans funeral march is being performed. This song, with its complex church bell reverberation, suggests the serious, avant-garde direction that Prince’s later career could have taken but unfortunately did not.

			As for Prince remaining in Minnesota instead of moving to New York or Los Angeles, I think that was a terrific decision on his part. His creative imagination was rich enough—and he had the resources to explore every aspect of the arts on his own. Because of stratospherically rising property costs, New York was no longer the mecca for daring and impoverished young artists that it had been up to the early 1970s. And as for Los Angeles, it has always been about show and status, a cosmos of perpetual anxiety. It was hardly the place for a sensitive soul like the reticent Prince, who preferred enigmatic silence to conversation with strangers. If Prince’s idea stream began to run thin toward the end, it was not due to Minnesota, with its exhilaratingly clear Canadian air, but to a waning in his own confidence and ambition.

		

		
			* [Response to a reader question about Prince, Salon.com column, May 5, 2016.]
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			THEATER OF GENDER:

			DAVID BOWIE AT THE CLIMAX OF THE SEXUAL REVOLUTION*

			David Bowie burst onto the international scene at a pivotal point in modern sexual history. The heady utopian dreams of the 1960s, which saw free love as an agent of radical political change, were evaporating. Generational solidarity was proving illusory, while experimentation with psychedelic drugs had expanded identity but sometimes at a cost of disorientation and paranoia. By the early 1970s, hints of decadence and apocalypse were trailing into popular culture. Bowie’s prophetic attunement to this major shift was registered in his breakthrough song, “Space Oddity” (1969), whose wistful astronaut Major Tom secedes from Earth itself. Recorded several months before the Woodstock Music Festival, “Space Oddity,” with its haunting isolation and asexual purity and passivity, forecast the end of the carnival of the Dionysian 1960s.

			In its rebellious liberalism, nature worship, and celebration of sex and emotion, the 1960s can be seen as a Romantic revival. Folk and rock music, emerging from both black and white working-class traditions, were the vernacular analogue to William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s epochal Lyrical Ballads (1798), which used rural popular forms against an ossified literary establishment. But events, mirrored and magnified by mass media, had such force and velocity in the ’60s that Romanticism soon flipped over into its decadent late phase. Bowie was the herald and leading symbol of that rapid transformation—as if Oscar Wilde had appeared less than a decade after Wordsworth. Bowie has in fact described himself as an artist “who tries to capture the rate of change”—the theme of one of his signature songs, “Changes.”1

			
			Bowie assumed the persona of a Romantic precursor, Lord Byron, in the video for “Blue Jean” (1984), excerpted from a 20-minute narrative, “Jazzin’ for Blue Jean,” directed by Julien Temple. Like Bowie, Byron was a charismatic, bisexual exile of enormous and at that time unprecedented scandalous fame. Now reduced to a footloose, effeminate nightclub entertainer, Screaming Lord Byron, he is mounting his over-the-top act at the Bosphorus Rooms (“only London appearance,” blares a poster), attended by enthusiastic but depthless dating couples. His fancy Aladdin outfit of turban, Turkish trousers, and gold slippers with turned-up toes recalls the 1813 portrait of Byron in the opulent crimson and gold Albanian dress of a Greek patriot. Bowie’s ingeniously shadowed trompe l’oeil makeup also evokes two other of his sexually ambiguous antecedents, the dancer Vaslav Nijinsky in Ballets Russes productions of Scheherazade and Afternoon of a Faun, and Rudolph Valentino, silent-film star of The Sheik, who was excoriated by the press for his face powder, mascara, “floppy pants,” and platinum slave bracelet.

			But Bowie is closer in spirit to the late Romantic Wilde, a provocative man of the theater and a lover of masks. Like Wilde, who satirized Wordsworth’s cult of nature, Bowie has always been urban in sensibility: the city is his wilderness and his stage. Artifice is his watchword; indeed, except for cartoonish predators like interplanetary spiders or hybrid dog-men, nature appears in Bowie mainly as the blank void of outer space. Like Wilde, who free-lanced as a fashion journalist, Bowie is a dandy for whom costume is an art form. But his lineage descends not direct from Beau Brummell but refracted through the English dandyism imported by French decadents such as the poet Charles Baudelaire, who portrayed the dandy as an arbiter of distinction, elegance, and cold apartness—exactly like the Thin White Duke persona of Bowie’s 1975–76 tours. Barbey D’Aurevilly, Baudelaire’s friend and ally, called dandies “the Androgynes of History.”

			
			Music was not the only or even the primary mode through which Bowie first conveyed his vision to the world: he was an iconoclast who was also an image-maker. Bowie’s command of the visual was displayed in his acute instinct for the still camera, honed by his attentiveness to classic Hollywood publicity photographs, contemporary fashion magazines, and European art films. His flair for choreography and body language had been developed by his study of pantomime and stagecraft with the innovative Lindsay Kemp troupe in London in the late 1960s. Bowie’s earliest ambition was to be a painter, and he has continued to paint throughout his life—especially, he has said, when he is having trouble writing songs.2 The multimedia approaches that were gaining ascendance over the traditional fine arts during the 1960s also helped foster his desire to fuse music with visuals onstage. While working at an advertising agency when he was 16, he learned story-boarding techniques that he later employed for his videos.

			As he was searching for a voice and place in the music industry, Bowie’s look steadily changed. Beatifically singing “Let Me Sleep Beside You” for a 1969 promotional film, he appeared in standard Mod dress of open-necked floral shirt and hip-huggers and projected the harmless, wiggly charm of the bashful boy next door. By his third album the following year, however, he had embarked on a challenging new course, putting his commercial acceptance at risk through unsettling cross-dressing scenarios. The cover of The Man Who Sold the World shows him sporting heavy, winsome, shoulder-length locks and wearing a luxuriously patterned pink-and-blue velvet maxi-dress over tight knee-high boots normally associated with stylish young women. (This “man-dress” was designed by Michael Fish, who also did Mick Jagger’s short white dress for the Rolling Stones’ free Hyde Park concert in 1969.) Bowie’s languidly seductive, serpentine reclining posture is equally cheeky—a parody of Canova’s nude statue of Pauline Borghese (Napoleon’s sister) as Venus. This cover was so sexually radical at the time that it was vetoed by his record company for distribution in the U.S. A cartoon by Michael J. Weller showing the mental hospital to which Bowie’s half brother Terry had been committed was hastily substituted instead. It was replaced in 1972 by a mediocre black-and-white shot of a blurry Bowie kicking up his heels onstage.

			
			In the close-up portrait on the cover for Hunky Dory (1971), his next album, Bowie adopted a dreamy expression of sentimental, heavenward yearning drawn from the lexicon of studio-era Hollywood for women stars. Also startlingly feminine is his gesture of frank self-touching, as he smooths his long blonde hair back with both hands. The picture cleverly combines two images from Edward Steichen’s great 1928 photo series of Greta Garbo draped in black (republished by LIFE magazine in 1955). The Hunky Dory cover was stunning at release not only for its daring gender play but for its evocation of Hollywood glamour, which was not yet taken seriously in nascent film studies. Its unnatural, metallic-yellow tinting of Bowie’s hair had a Pop Art edge but also recalled airbrushing conventions of 1920s fan magazines, while its soft focus replicated the flattering aura of ageless mystery produced in Hollywood by applying Vaseline to the camera lens.

			On the back of Hunky Dory, a long-haired Bowie somberly stands in blousy, flowing trousers, tailored in what was then a highly unusual retro 1930s cut (preceding Halston’s contemporary variation on it). The picture resembles a canonical 1939 photo of Katharine Hepburn fiercely standing with shoulder-length hair and in similar tan slacks before a fireplace on the New York stage set of The Philadelphia Story (a year before it was filmed). Although Bowie cited Pre-Raphaelite precedents, the oblique inwardness and intriguingly half-concealing Veronica Lake hair were partly influenced, as was his beret photo on the back of The Man Who Sold the World, by Rachel Harlow (born Richard Finocchio), a Philadelphia drag queen.3 Harlow had gained passing attention as the star of The Queen, a 1968 documentary chronicling a New York drag beauty pageant the prior year where the panel of judges (Andy Warhol, Edie Sedgwick, and journalist George Plimpton) awarded her the crown. The film, which Bowie saw and which created a press stir at the Cannes Film Festival, showed the furious backlash by disappointed fellow contestants: Harlow’s soft, feminine look was a marked departure from drag queens’ traditional “hard glamour,” modeled on Hollywood stars like Marlene Dietrich. Harlow, who became a transsexual in 1972, was later linked to a rumored scandal involving Grace Kelly’s brother Jack, who dropped out of the Philadelphia mayoral race because of it.

			
			The cover art for Bowie’s fifth album, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars (1972), enacted a brisk gender reversal from the prior two albums: a now short-haired, Nordically blonde Bowie is posted in macho mode, leg up on a rubbish bin on a London night street, his guitar slung like a rifle at his side while he warily scans the distance like a soldier on patrol. But the garish colors (superimposed afterward) of his turquoise jumpsuit and purple wrestler’s boots, inspired by the army boots of the marauding “droogs” of Stanley Kubrick’s film A Clockwork Orange (1971), betray another subtext. That sexual contrary is revealed by the sensational photograph on the back of the album: Bowie piercingly meeting the viewer’s eyes from within a lighted telephone box, where he loiters with the graceful hands and hip-shot stance of a woman but the bare chest and bulging crotch of a male hustler (recalling Renaissance codpieces as well as the oversized jockstraps of A Clockwork Orange). Bowie’s eccentric posture here was his first public use of drag queen mannerisms, which have been highly stylized since the Victorian era and probably long before. The exhibitionistic brazenness of the scenario—a rent boy waiting at a telephone—markedly departed from the relaxed domestic transvestism of the cover of The Man Who Sold the World, where Bowie could be mistaken for a rumpled eighteenth-century lord at his glossy leisure, like Thomas Gainsborough’s Blue Boy. There was also a disconnect in the gay persona of the telephone box: in that period, male hustlers (“rough trade”) would normally affect a stereotypical masculine look, such as that of a sailor, laborer, motorcyclist, or cowboy. Bowie created something entirely new in this taunting yet fey street tough, based on his own observation of the rent boys who lingered around London’s hot spots and who paralleled the hunky male hustlers whom Andy Warhol filmed gamboling with the gamine Edie Sedgwick in his grainy early short films in New York.

			Ziggy Stardust, Bowie’s most famous invented character, did not appear on the cover of the album that bears his name but was theatrically developed on the unusually long world tour (January 1972–July 1973). Ziggy became so potent an entity that he virtually annihilated his creator and spun Bowie, by his own admission, into a fragile psychological state, exacerbated by cocaine, that was near “schizophrenia.”4 Ziggy’s flamboyant makeup, rooster comb of spiky, razor-cut red hair, and futuristic costumes designed by Kansai Yamamoto turned him into an alien rock “messiah” (Bowie’s term), leader of a band of space invaders come to redeem errant earthlings.5 Bowie said Ziggy was modeled on Vince Taylor, a British-born pop singer who had lived in the U.S. and achieved second-tier prominence in England and France until he began to suffer drug-related religious hallucinations on stage. However, there was little sexual ambiguity in Taylor’s self-presentation, which surviving TV clips show to have been a straight rockabilly knockoff of Gene Vincent, a hyperactive, black-leather-clad peer of the hip-swiveling Elvis Presley.

			
			Bowie pushed Ziggy’s gender into another dimension of space-time, where sexual personae of both East and West met and melded. Then very intrigued by Asian culture, he made Ziggy a strange amalgam of samurai warrior and kabuki onnagata—the male actor who played female roles in traditional Japanese theater. (On tour in Japan in April 1973, Bowie received instruction in kabuki makeup from Tamasaburo Bando, Japan’s foremost living onnagata.) But Bowie’s cynically suggestive stage manner (most overt in “Time,” with its sinister honky-tonk piano) was drawn from German cabaret. The Broadway musical Cabaret had had a successful London run, with Judi Dench as Sally Bowles, in 1968; a revival of Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill’s Threepenny Opera, starring Hermione Baddeley and Vanessa Redgrave, opened in the West End in early 1972. Bob Fosse’s movie of Cabaret was released the same year: Joel Gray would win one of the film’s eight Academy Awards for his insinuating, repellently flirtatious performance as an epicene master of ceremonies. Bowie’s very title, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust, alluded to Brecht and Weill’s The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny, a satire of America from which came “Alabama Song,” later performed by Bowie on his 1978 world tour.

			Ziggy flashes with Weimar decadence, from the insomniac blackened hollows of his eyes to his impudent feather boa, a femme accessory that once belonged to Lindsay Kemp and that descended from Marlene Dietrich’s early film roles as a cabaret singer. The love god Jimi Hendrix had often affected a pink boa, solarized to a psychedelic orange on the cover of his 1967 debut album, but it generally receded in the rainbow riot of his Portobello Road retro wear. Marc Bolan, with whom Bowie co-invented glam rock, had become known for an arch combination of lavish boa and shiny top hat that almost certainly came from Helmut Berger’s drag routine as Dietrich in The Damned, Luchino Visconti’s 1969 film about the Third Reich’s war on Weimar excess. Ziggy’s shoulder shimmies or bouts of hand-on-hip swish frankly signaled Weimar sleaze and nostalgie de la boue, which were most notoriously captured by Mick Rock’s classic photo of Bowie fallen to his knees and avidly mouthing Mick Ronson’s vamping guitar. Gay fellatio was shocking enough at the time, yet even more notable in that perverse ritual was that a major male star was unashamedly exhibiting himself in a sexually subordinate role. The Ziggy album abounds with overtly gay references, from the title song’s boast about “God-given ass” to the provocative “Put your ray gun to my head” and “The church of man love is such a holy place to be” (“Moonage Daydream”).

			
			But beyond his besmirched decadence, Ziggy Stardust also had a dazzling visionary beauty, above all when Bowie was wearing his short-skirted white silk kimono and high buskins, which made him resemble an Amazonian huntress like Belphoebe in Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene. With his silver lipstick and forehead astral sphere, he evoked the radiant allegorical figures of courtly masque. At key moments in the Ziggy gender mirage, Bowie would plant his feet wide and show off his rippling, muscled thighs, a blazon of his underlying masculine athleticism. Indeed, in Ziggy Stardust’s supernormal militant energy and shuffled masks, we may have come closer than we ever will again to glimpsing how Shakespeare’s virtuoso boy actors performed the roles of Rosalind, Cleopatra, and Lady Macbeth. With his haughty architectonic cheekbones and implacable will, Ziggy at times resembled the young Katharine Hepburn, another sexually heterodox personality who chopped off her hair and called herself “Jimmy” in childhood and who made a spectacular Broadway entrance in 1932 as an Amazon warrior leaping down a flight of steps with a dead stag over her shoulders. Ziggy at his most lashing and relentless also recalled Mary Woronov’s brilliant improvisation as Hanoi Hannah in Warhol’s epic Chelsea Girls (1966), a flight of ferocity so breathtaking that some viewers mistook her for a rampaging drag queen. Woronov played a dominatrix doing a whip dance with the poet Gerard Malanga in a multimedia show, the Exploding Plastic Inevitable, staged by the Velvet Underground, a group which had a heavy influence on Bowie. Indeed, Bowie prefaced the encore to his final concert performance as Ziggy, as can be seen in D. A. Pennebaker’s documentary, with a heartfelt tribute to the Velvet’s Lou Reed, who was then recording in a London studio. Bowie elsewhere called Reed “the most important writer in modern rock” and lauded “the street-gut level” of his work.6 The title of Bowie’s song, “Velvet Goldmine” (later borrowed by Todd Haynes for a 1998 movie), clearly riffs on Reed’s band.

			
			By the time we saw him on the front of an album, Aladdin Sane (1973), Ziggy Stardust was already in eclipse. The cover photograph by Brian Duffy with its red-and-blue lightning bolt crossing Bowie’s face has become one of the most emblematic and influential art images of the past half-century, reproduced or parodied in advertising, media, and entertainment worldwide. It contains all of Romanticism, focused on the artist as mutilated victim of his own febrile imagination. Like Herman Melville’s Captain Ahab, whose body was scarred by lightning in his quest for the white whale, Bowie as Ziggy is a voyager who has defied ordinary human limits and paid the price. Aladdin sane in the realm of art is a lad insane everywhere else. A jolt of artistic inspiration has stunned him into trance or catatonia. He is blind to the outer world and its “social contacts”—Bowie’s recurrent term for an area of experience that had proved troublesome for Major Tom as well as himself.7

			Pierre La Roche’s ingenious zigzag makeup looks at first glance like a bloody wound—an ax blow through the skull of a Viking warrior laid out on his bier. Ziggy appears to be in hibernation or suspended animation, like the doomed astronauts in their mummiform chambers in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), which had inspired Bowie’s “Space Oddity.” The background blankness is encroaching like a freezing cryogenic wave upon the figure. It’s as clinical as an autopsy, with a glob of extracted flesh lodged on the collarbone. This teardrop of phalliform jelly resembles the unidentifiable bits of protoplasm and biomorphic conglomerations that stud the sexualized landscapes of Salvador Dalí. Also Surrealist are the inflamed creases of Ziggy’s armpits, which look like fresh surgical scars as well as raw female genitalia. Like Prometheus, a rebel hero to the Romantics, he has lost his liver for stealing the fire of the gods. Like the solitary space traveler in 2001, he may be regressing to the embryonic stage to give birth to himself.
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