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INTRODUCTION

The essays in this collection are united by common themes. I want to rethink American cultural history in order to clarify the heritage of my generation of the Sixties, which heroically broke through Fifties conformism but which failed in many ways to harness or sustain its own energies.

Popular culture is my passion. It created Sixties imagination. I define pop culture as an eruption of the never-defeated paganism of the West. Its brazen aggression and pornographic sexuality are at odds with current feminism, whose public proponents are in a reactionary phase of hysterical moralism and prudery, like that of the Temperance movement a century ago. We need a new kind of feminism, one that stresses personal responsibility and is open to art and sex in all their dark, unconsoling mysteries. The feminist of the fin de siècle will be bawdy, streetwise, and on-the-spot confrontational, in the prankish Sixties way.

My essays often address the impasse in contemporary politics between “liberal” and “conservative,” a polarity that I contend lost its meaning after the Sixties. There should be an examination of the way Sixties innovators were openly hostile to the establishment liberals of the time. In today’s impoverished dialogue, critiques of liberalism are often naively labeled “conservative,” as if twenty-five hundred years of Western intellectual history presented no other alternatives. My thinking tends to be libertarian. That is, I oppose intrusions of the state into the private realm—as in abortion, sodomy, prostitution, pornography, drug use, or suicide, all of which I would strongly defend as matters of free choice in a representative democracy. Similarly, I oppose the meddling of campus grievance committees in the issue of date rape. We should teach general ethics to both men and women, but sexual relationships themselves must not be policed. Sex, like the city streets, would be risk-free only in a totalitarian regime.

We need a new point of view that would combine the inspiring progressive principles and global consciousness of the Sixties with the hard political lessons of the Seventies and Eighties, sobering decades of rational reaction against the arrogant excesses of my generation, who thought we could change the world overnight. In other words, we need a fusion of idealism and realism. Social justice and compassion are compatible with an intelligent respect for private enterprise and law and order. But first, history and economics must be directly studied, without the posturing and simplistic clichés that masquerade as political thinking these days among liberals in and out of academe. I sometimes call my new system “Italian pagan Catholicism,” but it could more accurately be called “pragmatic liberalism,” with roots in Enlightenment political philosophy. It is a synthesis of the enduring dual elements in our culture, pagan and Judeo-Christian, Romantic and Classic.

One of my central concerns is the reform of education, which has degenerated since my generation made “relevance” a quickie standard of judgment. Education has become a prisoner of contemporaneity. It is the great past, not the dizzy present, that is the best door to the future. While I often felt stultified and imprisoned by my elementary and high-school instruction (I was always plotting to get out of the classroom and roam the halls), I now recognize that it was the basis of my present skills as a thinker, researcher, and writer. The rigorous, no-nonsense American public schools that provided free education for a hundred years to the immigrants, including my mother, have been allowed to degenerate.

Contemporaneity is an even worse plague upon the “best” higher education. The most interesting and daring minds of my generation did not, as a rule, go on to graduate school or succeed in the academic system. Hence our major universities are now stuck with an army of pedestrian, toadying careerists, Fifties types who wave around Sixties banners to conceal their record of ruthless, beaverlike tunneling to the top. That the New Criticism was, in its exclusion of history and psychoanalysis, insupportable was perfectly obvious in the Sixties. But there was an American way out of its dilemma. I found it in Allen Ginsberg, Norman O. Brown, Leslie Fiedler, and Harold Bloom. We did not need French post-structuralism, whose pedantic jargon, clumsy convolutions, and prissy abstractions have spread throughout academe and the arts and are now blighting the most promising minds of the next generation. This is a major crisis if there ever was one, and every sensible person must help bring it to an end.

A serious problem in America is the gap between academe and the mass media, which is our culture. Professors of humanities, with all their leftist fantasies, have little direct knowledge of American life and no impact whatever on public policy. Academic commentary on popular culture is either ghettoized as lackluster “communications,” tarted up with semiotics, or loaded down with grim, quasi-Marxist, Frankfurt School censoriousness: the pitifully witless masses are always being brainwashed by money-grubbing capitalist pigs. But mass media is completely, even servilely commercial. It is a mirror of the popular mind. All the P.R. in the world cannot make a hit movie or sitcom. The people vote with ratings and dollars. Academic Marxists, with their elitist sense of superiority to popular taste, are the biggest snobs in America.

The American intellectual should mediate between academe and media, the past and the present. Language should be lucid, concrete, direct, with the brash candor of the American people and the brusque, can-do rhythms of American life. I was always attracted to Thirties voices—to the Algonquin wits, like Dorothy Parker, with her caustic one-liners, and to pugnacious literary journalists like Edmund Wilson and Mary McCarthy. Ever since the triumph of television and rock music (both of which I worship), American intellectual life has been in the doldrums. It needs to be jump-started with the energy of mass media. Academics have got to get out of the Parisian paper matchbox and back into the cultural mainstream, the American roaring rapids, with their daily excitement and bracing vulgarity.

The pieces in this volume, with one exception, were written during the last two years. Most of them were concentrated in the year following the appearance of my controversial op-ed article on Madonna in The New York Times in December 1990. That piece opens the book, followed by a longer essay on Madonna commissioned by The Independent for the British premiere of Truth or Dare (called In Bed with Madonna overseas) and published as the cover story of its Sunday magazine. Next is “Hollywood’s Pagan Queen,” a confession of my lifelong adoration of Elizabeth Taylor, which was published in Penthouse. Finally, there is another op-ed piece from The New York Times calling for rock music to be taken seriously as an art form.

Following these four articles on popular culture is a group of essays on sex in America: my analysis, from Esquire, of homosexuality as a central cultural force at the close of the century; a review, commissioned by Andrew Sullivan for The New Republic, of the Presbyterian report on human sexuality; a defense of Robert Mapplethorpe for Tikkun; an op-ed piece, from The Philadelphia Inquirer, on the Clarence Thomas/Anita Hill crisis; and my op-ed piece on date rape from New York Newsday.

The Newsday article, carried nationally by the wire services, was immediately denounced by many feminists for its heresy. At the same time, I received letters from parents and teachers all over the country, thanking me for restoring common sense to the date-rape question. Since then, reporters have regularly asked me to clarify and expand on the remarks I made in Newsday. My references to rape in those interviews have been widely cited and reprinted elsewhere, often hostilely and sometimes in unrecognizably garbled form. Because there have been so many self-perpetuating misquotes, I am excerpting here, as “The Rape Debate, Continued,” the most substantive passages on rape from my media interviews. Normally, I don’t think it appropriate for authors to reproduce their own interview material, but this particular subject is clearly of overriding concern in the current public agenda.

Next is a series of book reviews that I wrote for The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Boston Globe, and The Philadelphia Inquirer. Book reviewing, through which literary critics form taste and communicate with the general audience, has languished. Bland, cautious, back-scratching reviews have become the norm. Over the past twenty years, the trend has been that if a review is likely to be negative, a reviewer will refuse to do it. Two years ago, I was thrilled by the hilariously satirical British reviews of Sexual Personae, which, though largely negative, overflowed with contentious intellectual vitality.* They reinforced my desire to reintroduce the scathing voices of Dorothy Parker and Mary McCarthy to American letters. Hence my very rude, no-holds-barred reviews, which so many aggrieved letter writers, invoking sepulchral Victorian pieties, have condemned. When in doubt, I read Oscar Wilde. His battles are my battles, and there are echoes of his strategies and formulations throughout my work. Like Wilde, I try to use all the modalities of language, from lyric to comic and martial, to do yeoman’s service in the culture wars.

There are three lengthy unpublished pieces in this volume. The first is the cancelled preface of Sexual Personae. Newspaper and magazine profiles have chronicled the disastrous twenty-year history of my career, the job problems and rowdy incidents, the isolation and poverty, the frustrating inability to get published. Sexual Personae (including the second volume on popular culture) was completed in February 1981, but the first volume was not released until 1990. Seven major New York publishers rejected the book before it was accepted, thanks to the editor Ellen Graham, by Yale University Press.

Because of the extreme and expensive length of the first volume of Sexual Personae, which moves from prehistory to the end of the nineteenth century, the Yale editors felt that the preface, which details my critical sources and methods, could be dispensed with. I shifted some material from the preface to the body of the book (for example, the infamous sentence, “If civilization had been left in female hands, we would still be living in grass huts”) and drastically compressed the rest to one page. I now reproduce the original preface, with the cuts smoothed over.

Following that is a memoir of my great college teacher, the poet Milton Kessler, which appeared in Sulfur. Next is “East and West,” an unpublished day-by-day account of an experimental, multicultural course that I co-taught in 1991 at the University of the Arts with Lily Yeh, a Philadelphia artist active in community affairs.

The last section of the book addresses the state of academe today. First is a long, polemical essay, “Junk Bonds and Corporate Raiders,” that began as a routine review for the classics journal Arion. Then there is the unpublished transcript of a lecture I gave in September 1991 at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, “Crisis in the American Universities.”

Ending this collection is a three-part appendix. “A Media History” is a chronological record of my first media appearances, documenting my strange quick passage from obscurity to notoriety. What has happened is not my doing but that of the Zeitgeist. I was not in control of my career when it was a disaster, and I am not in control of it now. My explanation is that, at the end of the century and millennium, the culture has suddenly changed. There is a hunger for new ways of seeing and thinking. Anti-establishment mavericks like me are back in fashion. It’s a classically American story, the loner riding out of the desert to shoot up the saloon and run the rats out of town.

Next, the appendix reproduces several cartoons that amusingly satirize either me or my ideas. Finally, there is a selected bibliography of newspaper and magazine articles on me. One reason for the proliferation of such articles is probably that, as a lifelong devotee of mass media, I like reporters and enjoy talking to them. With most academics, I feel bored and restless. I have to speak very slowly and hold back my energy level. With reporters, on the other hand, I’m in my element, like Roz Russell in His Girl Friday, a boisterous, wisecracking, machine-gun American verbal style. My manic personality, which frightens and repels academics, seems perfectly normal to media people, who are always in a rush and on a deadline.

Furthermore, I get as much back from reporters as I give them. That is, by their questions and objections, I gain priceless information about evolving public thought on crucial issues. Reporters are on the front lines, grilling major figures and hypersensitive to breaking news. Talking with them, I feel connected to a vast communications network. My conversations with the foreign press have been especially valuable in proving to me that Anglo-American feminism is caught in a white, middle-class cul-de-sac and that my theories about sex are more in tune with world culture.

Most of the previously published articles and book reviews in this volume have been given new titles, since the original headlines were not composed by me. The pieces are verbatim as they appeared in print except where I have reinserted material cut by last-minute deadline editing at the newspaper or magazine, most of the time with my permission but sometimes not. There were significant losses, for example, in The Independent’s Madonna essay, which was lavishly illustrated with paper-doll drawings, the sizing of which devoured some of my text. All dropped material has now been restored.

I would like to thank my editor, LuAnn Walther, for proposing the idea for this collection and for her invaluable professional advice and guidance, and my publicist, Katy Barrett, for her shrewd counsel and warm support in my media sallies and jousts.

Camille Paglia              
Philadelphia, June 1992


* Sample headlines from the British reviews: “Flesh and Dread,” “Blame it All on Mother Nature,” “Apollo and Di,” “One in the Eye for the Beholder,” “A Bit Much,” “The Pathetic Phalluses of Art,” “A Bishop Slapped Her.”




MADONNA I:
ANIMALITY AND ARTIFICE

Madonna, don’t preach.

Defending her controversial new video, “Justify My Love,” on Nightline last week, Madonna stumbled, rambled, and ended up seeming far less intelligent than she really is.

Madonna, ’fess up.

The video is pornographic. It’s decadent. And it’s fabulous. MTV was right to ban it, a corporate resolve long overdue. Parents cannot possibly control television, with its titanic omnipresence.

[The New York Times, December 14, 1990]

Prodded by correspondent Forrest Sawyer for evidence of her responsibility as an artist, Madonna hotly proclaimed her love of children, her social activism, and her condom endorsements. Wrong answer. As Baudelaire and Oscar Wilde knew, neither art nor the artist has a moral responsibility to liberal social causes.

“Justify My Love” is truly avant-garde, at a time when that word has lost its meaning in the flabby art world. It represents a sophisticated European sexuality of a kind we have not seen since the great foreign films of the 1950s and 1960s. But it does not belong on a mainstream music channel watched around the clock by children.

On Nightline, Madonna bizarrely called the video a “celebration of sex.” She imagined happy educational scenes where curious children would ask their parents about the video. Oh, sure! Picture it: “Mommy, please tell me about the tired, tied-up man in the leather harness and the mean, bare-chested lady in the Nazi cap.” Okay, dear, right after the milk and cookies.

Sawyer asked for Madonna’s reaction to feminist charges that, in the neck manacle and floor-crawling of an earlier video, “Express Yourself,” she condoned the “degradation” and “humiliation” of women. Madonna waffled: “But I chained myself! I’m in charge.” Well, no. Madonna the producer may have chosen the chain, but Madonna the sexual persona in the video is alternately a cross-dressing dominatrix and a slave of male desire.

But who cares what the feminists say anyhow? They have been outrageously negative about Madonna from the start. In 1985, Ms. magazine pointedly feted quirky, cuddly singer Cyndi Lauper as its woman of the year. Great judgment: gimmicky Lauper went nowhere, while Madonna grew, flourished, metamorphosed, and became an international star of staggering dimensions. She is also a shrewd business tycoon, a modern new woman of all-around talent.

Madonna is the true feminist. She exposes the puritanism and suffocating ideology of American feminism, which is stuck in an adolescent whining mode. Madonna has taught young women to be fully female and sexual while still exercising control over their lives. She shows girls how to be attractive, sensual, energetic, ambitious, aggressive, and funny—all at the same time.

American feminism has a man problem. The beaming Betty Crockers, hangdog dowdies, and parochial prudes who call themselves feminists want men to be like women. They fear and despise the masculine. The academic feminists think their nerdy bookworm husbands are the ideal model of human manhood.

But Madonna loves real men. She sees the beauty of masculinity, in all its rough vigor and sweaty athletic perfection. She also admires the men who are actually like women: transsexuals and flamboyant drag queens, the heroes of the 1969 Stonewall rebellion, which started the gay liberation movement.

“Justify My Love” is an eerie, sultry tableau of jaded androgynous creatures, trapped in a decadent sexual underground. Its hypnotic images are drawn from such sadomasochistic films as Liliana Cavani’s The Night Porter and Luchino Visconti’s The Damned. It’s the perverse and knowing world of the photographers Helmut Newton and Robert Mapplethorpe.

Contemporary American feminism, which began by rejecting Freud because of his alleged sexism, has shut itself off from his ideas of ambiguity, contradiction, conflict, ambivalence. Its simplistic psychology is illustrated by the new cliché of the date-rape furor: “ ‘No’ always means ‘no.’ ” Will we ever graduate from the Girl Scouts? “No” has always been, and always will be, part of the dangerous, alluring courtship ritual of sex and seduction, observable even in the animal kingdom.

Madonna has a far profounder vision of sex than do the feminists. She sees both the animality and the artifice. Changing her costume style and hair color virtually every month, Madonna embodies the eternal values of beauty and pleasure. Feminism says, “No more masks.” Madonna says we are nothing but masks.

Through her enormous impact on young women around the world, Madonna is the future of feminism.


MADONNA II:
VENUS OF THE RADIO WAVES

I’m a dyed-in-the-wool, true-blue Madonna fan.

It all started in 1984, when Madonna exploded onto MTV with a brazen, insolent, in-your-face American street style, which she had taken from urban blacks, Hispanics, and her own middle-class but turbulent and charismatic Italian-American family. From the start, there was a flamboyant and parodistic element to her sexuality, a hard glamour she had learned from Hollywood cinema and from its devotees, gay men and drag queens.

[The Independent Sunday Review, London, July 21, 1991]

Madonna is a dancer. She thinks and expresses herself through dance, which exists in the eternal Dionysian realm of music. Dance, which she studied with a gay man in her home state of Michigan, was her avenue of escape from the conventions of religion and bourgeois society. The sensual language of her body allowed her to transcend the over-verbalized codes of her class and time.

Madonna’s great instinctive intelligence was evident to me from her earliest videos. My first fights about her had to do with whether she was a good dancer or merely a well-coached one. As year by year she built up the remarkable body of her video work, with its dazzling number of dance styles, I have had to fight about that less and less. However, I am still at war about her with feminists and religious conservatives (an illuminating alliance of contemporary puritans).

Most people who denigrate Madonna do so out of ignorance. The postwar baby-boom generation in America, to which I belong, has been deeply immersed in popular culture for thirty-five years. Our minds were formed by rock music, which has poured for twenty-four hours a day from hundreds of noisy, competitive independent radio stations around the country.

Madonna, like Venus stepping from the radio waves, emerged from this giant river of music. Her artistic imagination ripples and eddies with the inner currents in American music. She is at her best when she follows her intuition and speaks to the world in the universal language of music and dance. She is at her worst when she tries to define and defend herself in words, which she borrows from louche, cynical pals and shallow, single-issue political activists.

Madonna consolidates and fuses several traditions of pop music, but the major one she typifies is disco, which emerged in the Seventies and, under the bland commercial rubric “dance music,” is still going strong. It has a terrible reputation: when you say the word disco, people think “Bee Gees.” But I view disco, at its serious best, as a dark, grand Dionysian music with roots in African earth-cult.

Madonna’s command of massive, resonant bass lines, which she heard in the funky dance clubs of Detroit and New York, has always impressed me. As an Italian Catholic, she uses them liturgically. Like me, she sensed the buried pagan religiosity in disco. I recall my stunned admiration as I sat in the theater in 1987 and first experienced the crashing, descending chords of Madonna’s “Causing a Commotion,” which opened her dreadful movie, Who’s That Girl? If you want to hear the essence of modernity, listen to those chords, infernal, apocalyptic, and grossly sensual. This is the authentic voice of the fin de siècle.

Madonna’s first video, for her superb, drivingly lascivious disco hit “Burnin’ Up,” did not make much of an impression. The platinum-blonde girl kneeling and emoting in the middle of a midnight highway just seemed to be a band member’s floozie. In retrospect, the video, with its rapid, cryptic surrealism, prefigures Madonna’s signature themes and contains moments of eerie erotic poetry.

“Lucky Star” was Madonna’s breakthrough video. Against a luminous, white abstract background, she and two impassive dancers perform a synchronized series of jagged, modern kicks and steps. Wearing the ragtag outfit of all-black bows, see-through netting, fingerless lace gloves, bangle bracelets, dangle earrings, chains, crucifixes, and punk booties that would set off a gigantic fashion craze among American adolescent girls, Madonna flaunts her belly button and vamps the camera with a smoky, piercing, come-hither-but-keep-your-distance stare. Here she first suggests her striking talent for improvisational floor work, which she would spectacularly demonstrate at the first MTV awards show, when, wrapped in a white-lace wedding dress, she campily rolled and undulated snakelike on the stage, to the baffled consternation of the first rows of spectators.

I remember sitting in a bar when “Lucky Star,” just out, appeared on TV. The stranger perched next to me, a heavyset, middle-aged working-class woman, watched the writhing Madonna and, wide-eyed and slightly frowning, blankly said, her beer held motionless halfway to her lips, “Will you look at this.” There was a sense that Madonna was doing something so new and so strange that one didn’t know whether to call it beautiful or grotesque. Through MTV, Madonna was transmitting an avant-garde downtown New York sensibility to the American masses.

In “Lucky Star,” Madonna is raffish, gamine, still full of the street-urchin mischief that she would portray in her first and best film, Susan Seidelman’s Desperately Seeking Susan (1984). In “Borderline,” she shows her burgeoning star quality. As the girlfriend of Hispanic toughs who is picked up by a British photographer and makes her first magazine cover, she presents the new dualities of her life: the gritty, multiracial street and club scene that she had haunted in obscurity and poverty, and her new slick, fast world of popularity and success.

In one shot of “Borderline,” as she chummily chews gum with kidding girlfriends on the corner, you can see the nondescript plainness of Madonna’s real face, which she again exposes, with admirable candor, in Truth or Dare when, slurping soup and sporting a shower cap over hair rollers, she fences with her conservative Italian father over the phone. Posing for the photographer in “Borderline,” Madonna in full cry fixes the camera lens with challenging, molten eyes, in a bold ritual display of sex and aggression. This early video impressed me with Madonna’s sophisticated view of the fabrications of femininity, that exquisite theater which feminism condemns as oppression but which I see as a supreme artifact of civilization. I sensed then, and now know for certain, that Madonna, like me, is drawn to drag queens for their daring, flamboyant insight into sex roles, which they see far more clearly and historically than do our endlessly complaining feminists.

Madonna’s first major video, in artistic terms, was “Like a Virgin,” where she began to release her flood of inner sexual personae, which appear and disappear like the painted creatures of masque. Madonna is an orchid-heavy Veronese duchess in white, a febrile Fassbinder courtesan in black, a slutty nun-turned-harlequin flapping a gold cross and posturing, bum in air, like a demonic phantom in the nose of a gondola. This video alone, with its coruscating polarities of evil and innocence, would be enough to establish Madonna’s artistic distinction for the next century.

In “Material Girl,” where she sashays around in Marilyn Monroe’s strapless red gown and archly flashes her fan at a pack of men in tuxedos, Madonna first showed her flair for comedy. Despite popular opinion, there are no important parallels between Madonna and Monroe, who was a virtuoso comedienne but who was insecure, depressive, passive-aggressive, and infuriatingly obstructionist in her career habits. Madonna is manic, perfectionist, workaholic. Monroe abused alcohol and drugs, while Madonna shuns them. Monroe had a tentative, melting, dreamy solipsism; Madonna has Judy Holliday’s wisecracking smart mouth and Joan Crawford’s steel will and bossy, circus-master managerial competence.

In 1985 the cultural resistance to Madonna became overt. Despite the fact that her “Into the Groove,” the mesmerizing theme song of Desperately Seeking Susan, had saturated our lives for nearly a year, the Grammy Awards outrageously ignored her. The feminist and moralist sniping began in earnest. Madonna “degraded” womanhood; she was vulgar, sacrilegious, stupid, shallow, opportunistic. A nasty mass quarrel broke out in one of my classes between the dancers, who adored Madonna, and the actresses, who scorned her.

I knew the quality of what I was seeing: “Open Your Heart,” with its risqué peep-show format, remains for me not only Madonna’s greatest video but one of the three or four best videos ever made. In the black bustier she made famous (transforming the American lingerie industry overnight), Madonna, bathed in blue-white light, plays Marlene Dietrich straddling a chair. Her eyes are cold, distant, all-seeing. She is ringed, as if in a sea-green aquarium, by windows of lewd or longing voyeurs: sad sacks, brooding misfits, rowdy studs, dreamy gay twins, a melancholy lesbian.

“Open Your Heart” is a brilliant mimed psychodrama of the interconnections between art and pornography, love and lust. Madonna won my undying loyalty by reviving and re-creating the hard glamour of the studio-era Hollywood movie queens, figures of mythological grandeur. Contemporary feminism cut itself off from history and bankrupted itself when it spun its puerile, paranoid fantasy of male oppressors and female sex-object victims. Woman is the dominant sex. Woman’s sexual glamour has bewitched and destroyed men since Delilah and Helen of Troy. Madonna, role model to millions of girls worldwide, has cured the ills of feminism by reasserting woman’s command of the sexual realm.

Responding to the spiritual tensions within Italian Catholicism, Madonna discovered the buried paganism within the church. The torture of Christ and the martyrdom of the saints, represented in lurid polychrome images, dramatize the passions of the body, repressed in art-fearing puritan Protestantism of the kind that still lingers in America. Playing with the outlaw personae of prostitute and dominatrix, Madonna has made a major contribution to the history of women. She has rejoined and healed the split halves of woman: Mary, the Blessed Virgin and holy mother, and Mary Magdalene, the harlot.

The old-guard establishment feminists who still loathe Madonna have a sexual ideology problem. I am radically pro-pornography and pro-prostitution. Hence I perceive Madonna’s strutting sexual exhibitionism not as cheapness or triviality but as the full, florid expression of the whore’s ancient rule over men. Incompetent amateurs have given prostitution a bad name. In my university office in Philadelphia hangs a pagan shrine: a life-size full-color cardboard display of Joanne Whalley-Kilmer and Bridget Fonda naughtily smiling in scanty, skintight gowns as Christine Keeler and Mandy Rice-Davies in the film Scandal. I tell visitors it is “my political science exhibit.” For me, the Profumo affair symbolizes the evanescence of male government compared to woman’s cosmic power.

In a number of videos, Madonna has played with bisexual innuendos, reaching their culmination in the solemn woman-to-woman kiss of “Justify My Love,” a deliciously decadent sarabande of transvestite and sadomasochistic personae that was banned by MTV. Madonna is again pioneering here, this time in restoring lesbian eroticism to the continuum of heterosexual response, from which it was unfortunately removed twenty years ago by lesbian feminist separatists of the most boring, humorless, strident kind. “Justify My Love” springs from the sophisticated European art films of the Fifties and Sixties that shaped my sexual imagination in college. It shows bisexuality and all experimentation as a liberation from false, narrow categories.

Madonna’s inner emotional life can be heard in the smooth, transparent “La Isla Bonita,” one of her most perfect songs, with its haunting memory of paradise lost. No one ever mentions it. Publicity has tended to focus instead on the more blatantly message-heavy videos, like “Papa Don’t Preach,” with its teen pregnancy, or “Express Yourself,” where feminist cheerleading lyrics hammer on over crisp, glossy images of bedroom bondage, dungeon torture, and epicene, crotch-grabbing Weimar elegance.

“Like a Prayer” gave Pepsi-Cola dyspepsia: Madonna receives the stigmata, makes love with the animated statue of a black saint, and dances in a rumpled silk slip in front of a field of burning crosses. This last item, with its uncontrolled racial allusions, shocked even me. But Madonna has a strange ability to remake symbolism in her own image. Kitsch and trash are transformed by her high-energy dancer’s touch, her earnest yet over-the-top drag-queen satire.

The “Vogue” video approaches “Open Your Heart” in quality. Modelling her glowing, languorous postures on the great high-glamour photographs of Hurrell, Madonna reprises the epiphanic iconography of our modern Age of Hollywood. Feminism is infested with white, middle-class, literary twits ignorant of art and smugly hostile to fashion photography and advertisement, which contain the whole history of art. In the dramatic chiaroscuro compositions of “Vogue,” black and Hispanic New York drag queens, directly inspired by fashion magazines, display the arrogant aristocracy of beauty, recognized as divine by Plato and, before him, by the princes of Egypt.

In my own theoretical terms, Madonna has both the dynamic Dionysian power of dance and the static Apollonian power of iconicism. Part of her fantastic success has been her ability to communicate with the still camera, a talent quite separate from any other. To project to a camera, you must have an autoerotic autonomy, a sharp self-conceptualization, even a fetishistic perversity: the camera is a machine you make love to. Madonna has been fortunate in finding Herb Ritts, who has recorded the dazzling profusion of her mercurial sexual personae. Through still photography, she has blanketed the world press with her image between videos and concert tours. But Madonna, I contend, never does anything just for publicity. Rather, publicity is the language naturally used by the great stars to communicate with their vast modern audience. Through publicity, we live in the star’s flowing consciousness.

Madonna has evolved physically. In a charming early live video, “Dress You Up,” she is warm, plump, and flirty under pink and powder-blue light. Her voice is enthusiastic but thin and breathy. She began to train both voice and body, so that her present silhouette, with some erotic loss, is wiry and muscular, hyperkinetic for acrobatic dance routines based on the martial arts. Madonna is notorious for monthly or even weekly changes of hair color and style, by which she embodies the restless individualism of Western personality. Children love her. As with the Beatles, this is always the sign of a monumental pop phenomenon.

Madonna has her weak moments: for example, I have no tolerance for the giggling baby talk that she periodically hauls out of the closet, as over the final credits of Truth or Dare. She is a complex modern woman. Indeed, that is the main theme of her extraordinary achievement. She is exploring the problems and tensions of being an ambitious woman today. Like the potent Barbra Streisand, whose maverick female style had a great impact on American girls in the Sixties, Madonna is confronting the romantic dilemma of the strong woman looking for a man but uncertain whether she wants a tyrant or slave. The tigress in heat is drawn to surrender but may kill her conqueror.

In “Open Your Heart,” Madonna is woman superbly alone, master of her own fate. Offstage at the end, she mutates into an androgynous boy-self and runs off. “What a Tramp!,” thundered the New York Post in a recent full-page headline. Yes, Madonna has restored the Whore of Babylon, the pagan goddess banned by the last book of the Bible. With an instinct for world-domination gained from Italian Catholicism, she has rolled like a juggernaut over the multitude of her carping critics. This is a kaleidoscopic career still in progress. But Madonna’s most enduring cultural contribution may be that she has introduced ravishing visual beauty and a lush Mediterranean sensuality into parched, pinched, word-drunk Anglo-Saxon feminism.


ELIZABETH TAYLOR:
HOLLYWOOD’S PAGAN QUEEN

Hollywood, America’s greatest modern contribution to world culture, is a business, a religion, an art form, and a state of mind. It has only one living queen: Elizabeth Taylor.

[Penthouse, March 1992]

My devotion to Elizabeth Taylor began in the late Fifties, when I was in junior high school and when Taylor was in her heyday as a tabloid diva. I was suffering sustained oppression in the Age of Perky Blondes: day after day, I reeled from the assaults of Doris Day, Debbie Reynolds, Sandra Dee. All that parochial pleasantness! So chirpy, peppy, and pink, so well-scrubbed, making the world safe for democracy.

In 1958, Elizabeth Taylor, raven-haired vixen and temptress, took Eddie Fisher away from Debbie Reynolds and became a pariah of the American press. I cheered. What joy to see Liz rattle Debbie’s braids and bring a scowl to that smooth, girlish forehead! As an Italian, I saw that a battle of cultures was under way: antiseptic American blondeness was being swamped by a rising tide of sensuality, a new force that would sweep my Sixties generation into open rebellion.

Three years later, adulteress Taylor was forgiven by the American public when she caught near-fatal pneumonia in London. She was photographed being rushed unconscious on a stretcher into a hospital for an emergency tracheotomy. This brush with death seems, in some strange mythic way, to have divinized her. A worldwide surge of popular sympathy helped her win the Oscar in 1961 for Butterfield 8. There was a brilliant series of glossy color pictures of her in Look magazine that year in which her melting beauty was frankly set off by the unconcealed pale white scar on her throat.

Suffocating in the tranquil, bourgeois Fifties, I escaped by studying ancient Egypt and Greece—and worshipping Elizabeth Taylor. At one point, I had collected 599 pictures of her. I sensed that she was a universal archetype of woman. At the very moment that I was rebelling against the coercive role of femininity and modelling myself on my other heroine, the intrepid, masculine Amelia Earhart, I also recognized that Taylor’s mystery and glamour were coming from nature, not culture.

Elizabeth Taylor is pre-feminist woman. This is the source of her continuing greatness and relevance. She wields the sexual power that feminism cannot explain and has tried to destroy. Through stars like Taylor, we sense the world-disordering impact of legendary women like Delilah, Salome, and Helen of Troy. Feminism has tried to dismiss the femme fatale as a misogynist libel, a hoary cliché. But the femme fatale expresses woman’s ancient and eternal control of the sexual realm. The specter of the femme fatale stalks all of men’s relations with women.

There is an absurd assumption in the air that Meryl Streep is the greatest American actress. Meryl Streep is a good, intelligent actress who has never given a great performance in her life. Her reputation is wildly out of sync with her actual achievement. Cerebral Streep was the ideal high-WASP actress for the fast-track yuppie era, bright, slick, and self-conscious.

Elizabeth Taylor is, in my opinion, the greatest actress in film history. She instinctively understands the camera and its nonverbal intimacies. Opening her violet eyes, she takes us into the liquid realm of emotion, which she inhabits by Pisces intuition. Richard Burton said that Taylor showed him how to act for the camera. Economy and understatement are essential. At her best, Elizabeth Taylor simply is. An electric, erotic charge vibrates the space between her face and the lens. It is an extrasensory, pagan phenomenon.

Meryl Streep, in the Protestant way, is stuck on words; she flashes clever accents as a mask for her deeper failures. (And she cannot deliver a Jewish line; she destroyed Nora Ephron’s snappy dialogue in Heartburn.) Streep’s work doesn’t travel. Try dubbing her for movie houses in India: there’d be nothing left, just that bony, earnest horse face moving its lips. Imagine, on the other hand, lesser technicians like Hedy Lamarr, Rita Hayworth, Lana Turner: these women have an international and universal appeal, crossing the centuries. They would have been beautiful in Egypt, Greece, Rome, medieval Burgundy, or eighteenth-century Paris. Susan Hayward played Bathsheba. Try to picture Meryl Streep in a Bible epic! Streep is incapable of playing the great legendary or mythological roles. She has no elemental power, no smouldering sensuality.

Elizabeth Taylor, it is true, lacks stage training; in live theater, she shrinks. Her weakest moments on film are when, as in Cleopatra, she pushes her voice for grand effects and ends up sounding shrill. But she already is grand. Her mere presence is regality enough. In retrospect, the terrible irony of Cleopatra is that the fall of the love-sick Antony, played by Richard Burton, mirrors that of Burton himself, who threw his brilliant stage career away to follow Elizabeth Taylor around the world. Taylor is too attractive to play the real Cleopatra, who from our scanty evidence seems to have had a large nose and weak chin. But the scenes of this film are magnificent in their own right: the subdued, dignified Cleopatra, austerely cloaked, escaping from Rome by torch-lit boat after Caesar’s assassination; Cleopatra, magically garbed as Venus, arriving by fabulous royal yacht to meet Antony at Tarsus.

Over the span of her long career, Elizabeth Taylor has produced a remarkable body of work. Her great performances include those, as in Elephant Walk (1954) and Giant (1956), of lovely, sensitive young wives painfully isolated in a harsh world of men. In Suddenly, Last Summer (1959), Taylor did in a single, punishing, protracted take Catherine’s cathartic memory of the death-by-cannibalism of her cousin Sebastian Venable. Her superb, fiery performance as Maggie in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958) remains for me the definitive reading of that role. When the highly touted Jessica Lange did Maggie for a television production, I could not contain my scorn. Lange, in this role as in her others, is a pallid wax doll with as much substance as a Ping-Pong ball. Finally, everyone has to admit that Taylor, daringly haggard and all slatternly, gritty vigor, chewed up the scenery in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966).

Because so much of her mythic power is nonverbal, Taylor flourishes in iconic images, ideal for movie posters. For Suddenly, Last Summer, she kneels in a white bathing suit, like Venus rising from the sea. Her face is anxious, averted; her legs are pressed tightly together; her full breasts, half-exposed, fall forward for our gaze. It is an astonishingly rich picture, full of the paradoxes of concealment and exhibitionism that make woman so elusive and so dominant.

In both Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and Butterfield 8, Taylor appears in a tight white silk slip that looks as if it were sewed onto her body. What a gorgeous object she is! Feminists are currently adither over woman’s status as sex object, but let them rave on in their little mental cells. For me, sexual objectification is a supreme human talent that is indistinguishable from the art impulse. Elizabeth Taylor, voluptuous in her sleek slip, stands like an ivory goddess, triumphantly alone. Her smooth shoulders and round curves, echoing those of mother earth, are gifts of nature, beyond the reach of female impersonators. Butterfield 8, with its call-girl heroine working her way down the alphabet of men from Amherst to Yale, appeared at a very formative moment in my adolescence and impressed me forever with the persona of the prostitute, whom I continue to revere. The prostitute is not, as feminists claim, the victim of men but rather their conqueror, an outlaw who controls the sexual channel between nature and culture.

One of the most spectacular moments of my moviegoing career occurred in college as I watched Joseph Losey’s bizarre Secret Ceremony (1968). Halfway through the film, inexplicably and without warning, Elizabeth Taylor in a violet velvet suit and turban suddenly walks across the screen in front of a wall of sea-green tiles. It is an overcast London day; the steel-gray light makes the violet and green iridescent. This is Elizabeth Taylor at her most vibrant, mysterious, and alluring, at the peak of her mature fleshy glamour. I happened to be sitting with a male friend, one of the gay aesthetes who had such a profound impact on my imagination. We both cried out at the same time, alarming other theatergoers. This vivid, silent tableau is for me one of the classic scenes in the history of cinema.

Elizabeth Taylor is a creation of show business, within which she has lived since she began as a child star. She has the hyper-reality of a dream vision. Meryl Streep, with her boring decorum, is welcome to her pose of unpretentious working actor. I’ll take trashy, glitzy Old Hollywood any day. Elizabeth Taylor, heartily eating, drinking, lusting, laughing, cursing, changing husbands, and buying diamonds by the barrel, is a personality on the grand scale. She is a monarch in an age of glum liberals. As a star, she has, unlike Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich, and Katharine Hepburn, no sexual ambiguity in her persona. Earthy and sensual, passionate and willful, yet tender and empathetic, Elizabeth Taylor is woman in her many lunar phases, admired by all the world.


ROCK AS ART

Rock is eating its young. Rock musicians are America’s most wasted natural resource.

Popular music and film are the two great art forms of the twentieth century. In the past twenty-five years, cinema has gained academic prestige. Film courses are now a standard part of the college curriculum and grants are routinely available to noncommercial directors.

[The New York Times, April 16, 1992]

But rock music has yet to win the respect it deserves as the authentic voice of our time. Where rock goes, democracy follows. The dark poetry and surging Dionysian rhythms of rock have transformed the consciousness and permanently altered the sensoriums of two generations of Americans born after World War Two.

Rock music should not be left to the Darwinian laws of the marketplace. This natively American art form deserves national support. Foundations, corporations and Federal and state agencies that award grants in the arts should take rock musicians as seriously as composers and sculptors. Colleges and universities should designate special scholarships for talented rock musicians. Performers who have made fortunes out of rock are ethically obligated to finance such scholarships or to underwrite independent agencies to support needy musicians.

In rock, Romanticism still flourishes. All the Romantic archetypes of energy, passion, rebellion and demonism are still evident in the brawling, boozing bad boys of rock, storming from city to city on their lusty, groupie-dogged trail.

But the Romantic outlaw must have something to rebel against. The pioneers of rock were freaks, dreamers and malcontents who drew their lyricism and emotional power from the gritty rural traditions of white folk music and African-American blues.

Rock is a victim of its own success. What once signified rebellion is now only a high-school affectation. White suburban youth, rock’s main audience, is trapped in creature comforts. Everything comes to them secondhand, through TV. And they no longer have direct contact with folk music and blues, the oral repository of centuries of love, hate, suffering and redemption.

In the Sixties, rock became the dominant musical form in America. And with the shift from singles to albums, which allowed for the marketing of personalities, it also became big business. The gilded formula froze into place. Today, scouts beat the bushes for young talent, squeeze a quick album out of the band, and put them on the road. “New” material is stressed. Albums featuring cover tunes of classics, as in the early Rolling Stones records, are discouraged.

From the moment the Beatles could not hear themselves sing over the shrieking at Shea Stadium in the mid-Sixties, the rock concert format has become progressively less conducive to music-making. The enormous expense of huge sound systems and grandiose special effects has left no room for individualism and improvisation, no opportunity for the performers to respond to a particular audience or to their own moods. The show, with its army of technicians, is as fixed and rehearsed as the Ziegfeld Follies. Furthermore, the concert experience has degenerated. The focus has switched from the performance to raucous partying in the audience.

These days, rock musicians are set upon by vulture managers, who sanitize and repackage them and strip them of their unruly free will. Like sports stars, musicians are milked to the max, then dropped and cast aside when their first album doesn’t sell.

Managers offer all the temptations of Mammon to young rock bands: wealth, fame, and easy sex. There is not a single public voice in the culture to say to the musician: You are an artist, not a money machine. Don’t sign the contract. Don’t tour. Record only when you are ready. Go off on your own, like Jimi Hendrix, and live with your guitar until it becomes part of your body.

How should an artist be trained? Many English rock musicians in the Sixties and early Seventies, including John Lennon and Keith Richards, emerged from art schools. We must tell the young musician: Your peers are other artists, past and future. Don’t become a slave to the audience, with its smug hedonism, short attention span and hunger for hits.

Artists should immerse themselves in art. Two decades ago, rock musicians read poetry, studied Hinduism, and drew psychedelic visions in watercolors. For rock to move forward as an art form, our musicians must be given the opportunity for spiritual development. They should be encouraged to read, to look at paintings and foreign films, to listen to jazz and classical music.

Artists with a strong sense of vocation can survive life’s disasters and triumphs with their inner lives intact. Our musicians need to be rescued from the carpetbaggers and gold-diggers who attack them when they are young and naïve. Long, productive careers don’t happen by chance.
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