
[image: cover]


EXPERIENCING MUSIC VIDEO


CAROL VERNALLIS

EXPERIENCING MUSIC VIDEO

[image: image]

[image: image]

AESTHETICS AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

 

COLUMBIA  UNIVERSITY  PRESS   /   NEW YORK


[image: image]

Columbia University Press

Publishers Since 1893

New York   Chichester, West Sussex

cup.columbia.edu

Copyright © 2004 Columbia University Press

All rights reserved

E-ISBN 978-0-231-50845-2

Columbia University Press gratefully acknowledges permission to reprint selected poems (pp. 253-269 passim., this volume) from Anne Sexton, The Complete Poems (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1981). Reprinted by permission of Sterling Lord Literistic, Inc. Copyright by Anne Sexton.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Vernallis, Carol

Experiencing music video : aesthetics and cultural context / Carol Vernallis.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references (p.) and index.

ISBN 0-231-11798-1 (cloth : alk. paper)—

ISBN 0-231-11799-x (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Music videos—History and criticism.

2. Music videos—Social aspects.   I. Title.

PN1992.8.M87V47   2004

780.26’7—dc22

2003064605

A Columbia University Press E-book.
CUP would be pleased to hear about your reading experience with this e-book at cup-ebook@columbia.edu.

Designed by Lisa Hamm


CONTENTS

[image: image]

Acknowledgments

Introduction

   I    THEORY

  1    Telling and Not Telling

  2    Editing

  3    Actors

  4    Settings

  5    Props and Costumes

  6    Interlude: Space, Color, Texture, and Time

  7    Lyrics

  8    Musical Parameters

  9    Connections Among Music, Image, and Lyrics

10    Analytical Methods

  II    ANALYSES

11    The Aesthetics of Music Video: An Analysis of Madonna’s “Cherish”

12    Desire, Opulence, and Musical Authority: The Relation of Music and Image in Prince’s “Gett Off”

13    Peter Gabriel’s Elegy for Anne Sexton: Image and Music in “Mercy St.”

 

 

Afterword

Notes

Bibliography

Index


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

[image: image]


I WOULD LIKE to thank the many friends and colleagues who shared their ideas with me on the subject of music video and read all or parts of the manuscript: David Bordwell, Nicholas Cook, Ken Dancyger, Simon Frith, Todd Gitlin, DeeDee Halleck, Dan Hallin, Ken Hillis, Tim Hughes, Anahid Kassabian, Stevan Key, Helene Keyssar, Eric Lyon, George Lipsitz, Jeff Melnick, Richard Middleton, Ann Miller, Mitchell Morris, Will Ogdon, Cate Palczewski, Jann Pasler, Leenke Ripmeester, Joseph Rubenstein, Ron Sadoff, Jonathan Schwabe, Jesse Swan, and Margaret Vernallis, as well as my students at the Richard Stockton College of New Jersey and the University of Northern Iowa. I dedicate this book to Charles Kronengold in recognition of all that his interest, criticism, and support have meant.

Chapter 2, “Editing,” was previously published as “The Kindest Cut: Functions and Meanings of Music Video Editing” in Screen; chapter 7, “Lyrics,” was previously published as “The Functions of Lyrics in Music Video” in Journal of Popular Music Studies; and chapter 11, “The Aesthetics of Music Video: An Analysis of Madonna’s ‘Cherish,’” was previously published as “The Aesthetics of Music Video: An Analysis of Madonna’s ‘Cherish’” in Popular Music.




INTRODUCTION
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I LOVED MUSIC VIDEO before it existed. As a young teen, I would stay up to watch Don Kirshner’s Rock Concert or The Midnight Special on television. Not much was happening in those programs, it now seems clear, but at the time I was transfixed by the image of the musician performing on camera. One day, as a graduate student without cable, I was at a friend’s house, and the television was on. He mentioned MTV, and I turned toward the set. What I saw, Steve Winwood’s “Higher Love,” was beautiful somehow. As a doctoral student in communication, I was well aware of the role of mass media as a shaper of ideology, with its aims to turn Americans into consumers and to inculcate a way of thinking that made the wide gap between the wealthy and the poor appear appropriate and natural. But I felt excited about this video, which seemed to me to possess humanistic and celebratory features. I became an avid watcher.

Music video fit my needs. I have a B.A. and M.A. in music and had been working across departments, putting music to films and writing music for my own images. I wanted to discover what kinds of relations music, image, and lyrics might create. I knew the ways music functioned in the service of narrative film, but I wondered whether music could play a predominant role, or at least an equal one. Such a body of work existed—experimental film and video that explored music-image relations—but it was small. Music video seemed the thing to study in the 1980s because it resembled a laboratory where relations among music, image, and text could be tested. All kinds of videos seemed possible, those in which the tonality of the video changed so that viewers found themselves somewhere new, or somewhere in which the stars never showed up.

I stayed with music video while earning my doctorate in communication and have continued with it as a college professor. My research has demanded that I become an omnivore: music video belongs somewhere among music, film, television studies, cultural studies, ethnic studies, and communication studies, as well as philosophy, theater, and dance. Many scholars have worked on the topic of music video, including Ann Kaplan, Andrew Goodwin, Simon Frith, and RobertWalser.1 Andrew Goodwin’s Dancing in the Distraction Factory contains a good review of the literature up until 1992, and my dissertation provides one as well.2

My work draws on this literature, but it departs from it in significant ways. I treat music video as a distinct genre, one different from its predecessors—film, television, photography—a medium with its own ways of organizing materials, exploring themes, and dealing with time, all of which can be studied through close analysis. This book provides both a description of the ways that musical and visual codes operate in music video, and in-depth analyses that show these operations at work in a temporal flow.3 These two modes work together to inform us about music video as an artistic practice and as an ideological apparatus. If we attend to features held in common by many videos, and features particular to a single video, we can begin to understand how music video works. It is through this attention to these features that we can learn about music video’s distinct modes of representing race, class, gender, and sexuality.

Experiencing Music Video differs from previous work on music video because it takes the music of music video most seriously. I argue that music videos derive from the songs they set. The music comes first—the song is produced before the video is conceived—and the director normally designs images with the song as a guide. Moreover, the video must sell the song; it is therefore responsible to the song in the eyes of the artist and record company. Music videos have many ways to follow a song. They often reflect a song’s structure and pick up on specific musical features in the domains of melody, rhythm, and timbre. The image can even seem to imitate sound’s ebb and flow and its indeterminate boundaries. Videomakers have developed a set of practices for putting image to music in which the image gives up its autonomy and abandons some of its representational modes. In exchange, the image gains in flexibility and play, as well as in polyvalence of meaning. Many of the meanings of music video lie in this give-and-take between sound and image and in the relations among their various modes of continuity.

A remarkable thing about music video is the fact that any visual element can come to the fore at any time. A viewer cannot predict the kind of function a particular element will perform or the degree of preeminence it will obtain in a video; nor can a viewer assume that its function or status will remain consistent over the course of a video. A video may provide a detailed depiction of some character at the beginning only to abandon him later in favor of a rhapsody on green, which may in turn give way to a precise visual articulation of a percussion part—or we may find that the final section reveals a big chair as the video’s true subject. It might be helpful to imagine the various elements of music video’s mise-en-scène as separate tracks on a recording engineer’s mixing board: any element or combination of elements can be brought forward or become submerged in the mix. These elements form a dynamic system in which a change in one part of the mix may be compensated for by a change in another. Inasmuch as any element can come to the fore, the world that a video depicts can become very strange. Some of music video’s excitement stems from the sense that anything can happen—even an insightful or progressive image of social relations.

Critics have noticed the disorienting style of music video, but they have not often looked carefully at whence this discontinuity derives. Are all videos equally confusing? At every moment? Are the shots that depict performance coherent and all other shots incoherent? Chapters 1 through 10 move from an acknowledgment of music video’s changing surface to an investigation of how it is created. Chapters 11 through 13 continue this investigation by looking closely at individual videos. I pay attention to the dramatic effects an element can create, but I attempt to describe the full range of its functions: although an element such as editing or the song’s lyrics may come to the fore only once in a video, it is present, working in the background, throughout. This approach reflects the fact that no single element is allowed to predominate. An element that might be thought to dominate the video, such as narrative, advertising, or dance, may govern only isolated moments or aspects.

Chapter 1 considers the function of narrative, an element that has been taken at times as the prime determinant of music video. Some writers on music video have claimed that videos work primarily as narratives, that they function like parts of movies or television shows; others have wanted to say that music video is fundamentally antinarrative, that it is a kind of postmodern pastiche that gains energy from defying narrative conventions. I examine a number of videos along a continuum from strongly narrative to nonnarrative or antinarrative. I pay close attention to techniques derived from Hollywood film in order to see how their functions and meanings change when employed in music video.

Chapter 2 concerns the editing in music video. My discussion will make clear that music-video editing does not simply assemble images and place them in sequence: it constitutes a distinct visual domain, even a realm of expression, that can operate on an equal footing with those visual parameters to which we habitually pay more attention. I begin with the observation that edits in music video come much more frequently than in film, that some stand out as disjunctive, and that many provide a rhythmic accent against the song’s beat. These last two features—that music-video editing is sometimes meant to be noticed and that it brings out aspects of the song—suggest at once that it does something different from, and a good deal more than, the editing in film. Music-video editing bears responsibility for many elements. Not only does the editing in a music video direct the flow of the narrative, it can underscore nonnarrative visual structures and form such structures on its own. Like film editing, it can color our understanding of characters, but it has also assimilated and extended the iconography of the pop star. Music-video editing is also strongly responsive to the music. It can elucidate aspects of the song, such as rhythmic and timbral features, particular phrases in the lyrics, and especially the song’s sectional divisions. More subtly, the editing in a music video works hard to insure that no single element—the narrative, the setting, the performance, the star, the lyrics, the song—gains the upper hand. Music-video directors rely on the editing to maintain a sense of openness, a sense that any element can come to the fore at any time. Although the editing in music video often becomes noticeable, it also uses precisely those invisible techniques most common in film. The interest of music-video editing derives not only from the sheer number of functions it serves, I argue, but also from the way that it moves unpredictably among these functions.

Chapter 3 considers the use of human figures in music video. The presence of star performers points to the strictest and most pervasive of music video’s conventions: a video must provide a flattering depiction of the singer lip-syncing the song. I look carefully at instances of this convention for the way they are shot and edited. The investigation shows that the use—one might say overuse—of this convention has allowed for a range of meanings to emerge. The varied mise-en-scène of these images can raise questions about a performer’s status in the video: is she a character in a narrative, or does she stand only for herself as star? Are we to imagine that the song influences her behavior or that it reflects her thoughts and feelings? I also show the ways that these stylized depictions of the star can suggest when a performer possesses the authority of an omniscient narrator, when she functions as part of the story, and when she exists in isolation from the world the video depicts.

The conventions of music video do not generally allow the figures really to speak. The lead singer must lip-sync, and the other figures—the band members and extras—do not speak at all. These conventions complicate a video’s attempt to tell a story or to depict ordinary human activities. Videomakers have made this limitation into a strength by developing techniques that tease a variety of meanings out of the scheme of lip-syncing singer plus silent figures in the background. Sometimes the extras simply play roles that naturalize the absence of speech: mermen, people overcome with emotion, even librarians. At other times their silence becomes not merely conventional, but dark and uncanny. These silent figures can appear mute or possessed. Their isolation from the musicians and each other can make them seem like allegorical figures, representative of some emotion or principle. The extras exist in a changing relationship with the musicians and the video’s setting, sometimes sharing space with the lead performers, sometimes receding into the background of the space. This changing relation can draw attention to the play of foreground and background elements in a song’s texture. My discussion of extras attempts to piece out this complex system of visual and musical relations.

Chapter 4, on the settings of music video, focuses on genre and ethnicity. A look at current videos reveals that different modes of address are available to different constituencies. Alternative bands often inhabit huge, fanciful spaces and display generalized emotional and physical suffering, while R&B videos operate within a nexus of action/adventure films, melodrama, and Hollywood musicals. Rap videos usually take place on the street and use realistic modes of depiction. These images, apart from the music, might suggest that the alternative groups are asserting a form of white privilege, that the R&B artists are practicing wish fulfillment, and that the rappers are depicting “reality.” Taken with the music, however, these images acquire a more complex dimensionality. The locations that appear most in music video tend to be generic depictions, representing a kind of place or suggesting a concept of place rather than providing a detailed view of a specific setting—a beach, concert hall, apartment, bar, or street corner. Settings may be generic in order for the videos to make musical claims; many videos use generic settings to draw upon cultural associations between a type of place and the musical elements of a song. A small group of examples, in the genres I have mentioned, shows the way that the interaction among music, lyrics, and image creates complex social meanings.

Chapters 5 and 6 discuss several elements crucial to mise-en-scène, including props and costumes, along with more abstract considerations: space, color, texture, and time. Props can carry an excess of meaning in music video, almost as compensation for the absence of dialogue. The heightened importance of props creates an odd inversion of roles, whereby a figure shown in close relation to a prop can be reduced to statuary while the prop seems almost to serve as a character. Space, color, texture, and time each possess their own logic and cultural codes. Because these elements are so malleable, they can be made to respond to musical features. Videos often begin by soliciting a viewer’s identification (through interesting characters, animals, stick figures, and the like) and creating a concern for the future (by providing glimpses of a narrative). Once these tasks have been fulfilled, however, the video can focus on matching the music’s flow, and it does so by modifying parameters such as color and texture. Each parameter can respond to the music at a particular moment, and to the song’s larger processes.

Like narrative and advertising, lyrics have been called the prime determinant of music video.4 Chapter 7 looks at how music videos respond to a song’s lyrics. I argue that the lyrics constitute no more and no less than one of many strands a video must weave together. Of course, listeners attend to lyrics in different ways, and the same is true in the case of music video. Not only that, the relative importance of lyrics varies from song to song, as well as within songs. In a music video both the song and the image play shifting roles in articulating the lyrics. The image can render certain words more obscure and others more apparent. If we look closely, we notice that, like other elements, lyrics can come to the fore for a moment and then fade away. The lyrics fragment, and thus they become mysterious and unreachable. Nevertheless, lyrics serve a number of structural functions, existing in varied relations with the music and the image and casting a narrow or wide range of influence. In this way, they can exert a special power over music videos. Because of this fragmentation, the lyrics can take on what Antoine Hennion, a popular-music scholar, describes as a “shimmer.”5

Any musical parameter, from a song’s arrangement to its sectional divisions, can be represented in the image. Chapter 8 considers the way that videos can reflect musical parameters. Music-video imagery often responds to musical parameters in a serial fashion—drawing our attention to the rhythm first, say, and then to a musical “hook”; by the end, many aspects of the song will have been articulated in some way by the image. The relations of music, image, and lyrics raise questions of cause and effect, and the lack of clear causes may partly explain why music video’s world seems strange. Striking music/image relations can catch a viewer’s attention, and their return in some form can draw attention to the development of song materials, as well as to the progress of the song as a whole. Chapter 9 examines modes of connection among music, image, and lyrics. Early on, scholars described these relations in music video as mostly one-to-one or as based on similarity and contrast. Drawing upon more recent scholarship by Nicholas Cook and Michel Chion, I show that these three come together in more varied ways. This chapter describes some of these ways and explores both local and large-scale connections. This chapter suggests how multiple strands of connection among music, image, and lyrics create form.

The previous chapters suggest that a good way to begin an analysis is to consider one aspect of a medium in light of another. One might ask whether musical space is reflected in the song’s rhythm, or some aspect of the color or space of the image, or a few words in the lyrics. Chapter 10 provides other means of beginning an analysis, some drawn from popular music studies, phenomenology, and advertising. A short discussion of advertising is included as well as some more speculative models for music video. Musical and visual processes unfold in time and work in relation to other processes. Therefore, in chapters 11 through 13, I provide close readings of three videos: Madonna’s “Cherish,” Prince’s “Gett Off,” and Peter Gabriel’s “Mercy St.” “Cherish” and “Gett Off” both held the top spot in MTV’s Top Twenty countdown and frequently appear in MTV’s Top One Hundred of all time. “Mercy St.” has seldom been screened on cable but is available on compilations of Gabriel’s videos. All three videos are readily accessible on Madonna’s Immaculate Collection, Prince’s Diamonds and Pearls, and Gabriel’s  CV. These are very different videos, partly because of the generic differences among the songs—one is a retro-sixties pop song, one constitutes a complex fusion of African American styles, and one represents a kind of subdued “world beat.”

The commonalities among these three videos, too, serve a methodological function. Each fits squarely within current practices and elucidates features that can be recognized in many videos. What makes these videos noteworthy may be the play of conflicting forces that characterizes their respective textures. Herb Ritts, who directed “Cherish,” might be described as a videomaker with a classical impulse: the image track of “Cherish” reflects many musical parameters with a sense of clarity and balance. “Cherish” can therefore serve as a model to describe the music/image relations within many videos. In contrast to the classical simplicity of the “Cherish” video, both the music and the image of “Gett Off” are dense, ornate, and full of references to musical and visual styles. The song has no one “center” but rather embodies an ensemble of forces. The video, too, is constructed to reflect multiple perspectives. The density of materials in “Gett Off” can dazzle the viewer in its own right, but it allows for reactionary as well as progressive messages. Like “Gett Off,” Peter Gabriel’s “Mercy St.” creates a relation among several musical styles, but in a different way and to different ends. Gabriel here takes isolated elements—a flute melody, a drum pattern, performed in styles outside of Anglo-American popular music—and blends them into the mix to create less a song than a kind of incidental music. The video’s imagery is grounded in sentiment as well as in sentimentality and reflects upon privacy, incest, death, and epiphany. Yet the video seems resistant to a reading that would piece out this constellation of themes, because the creation of mood as such overwhelms the particularities of historical and cultural origins.

I hope to slow down the viewing process so that we have something to talk about. It may be said that I discuss too many older videos and not enough recent ones. A good new video excites me today as much as ever. Yet music video’s waning availability frustrates me, as I am sure it does other viewers. The difficulties of obtaining videos flow into this book.6 Nevertheless, I believe that the strategies I propose succeed as well for today’s videos as for those of the 1980s and 1990s.

I am not arguing that music videos should be treated ahistorically. Videos are not purely formal: they are subject to the influences of institutional structures, technology, and cultural context. It may be simply that the period I am looking at is rather short—about twenty years—and certain techniques have held up very well. Perhaps music video developed its aims and practices quickly; but to acknowledge this is not to give up hope that music videos may yet evolve.


PART I [image: image] THEORY


1
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Telling and Not Telling

SOME WRITERS about music video have claimed that videos work primarily as narratives, that they function like parts of movies or television shows. Others have wanted to say that music video is fundamentally antinarrative, a kind of postmodern pastiche that actually gains energy from defying narrative conventions.1 Both of these descriptions reflect technical and aesthetic features of music video that remain worthy of discussion, but they need to be placed in context with techniques drawn from other, particularly musical and visual, realms; we should consider music video’s narrative dimension in relation to its other modes, such as underscoring the music, highlighting the lyrics, and showcasing the star.

Music video presents a range all the way from extremely abstract videos emphasizing color and movement to those that convey a story. But most videos tend to be nonnarrative. An Aristotelian definition—characters with defined personality traits, goals, and a sense of agency encounter obstacles and are changed by them—describes only a small fraction of videos, perhaps one in fifty.2 Still fewer meet the criteria that David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson require in their Film Art: An Introduction: that all of the events we see and hear, plus those we infer or assume to have occurred, can be arranged according to their presumed causal relations, chronological order, duration, frequency, and spatial locations. Even if we have a sense of a music video’s story, we may not feel that we can reconstruct the tale in the manner that Bordwell and Thompson’s criteria demand.3

Music videos do not embody complete narratives or convey finely wrought stories for numerous reasons, some obvious and some less so. Most important, videos follow the song’s form, which tends to be cyclical and episodic rather than sequentially directed. More generally, videos mimic the concerns of pop music, which tend to be a consideration of a topic rather than an enactment of it. If the intent of a music-video image lies in drawing attention to the music—whether to provide commentary upon it or simply to sell it—it makes sense that the image ought not to carry a story or plot in the way that a film might. Otherwise, videomakers would run the risk of our becoming so engaged with the actions of the characters or concerned with impending events that we are pulled outside the realm of the video and become involved with other narrative possibilities. The song would recede into the background, like film music. Music-video image gains from holding back information, confronting the viewer with ambiguous or unclear depictions—if there is a story, it exists only in the dynamic relation between the song and the image as they unfold in time.4

This chapter divides into four sections. It begins with a sketch of the continuum from narrative to nonnarrative videos, tracing some of the familiar forms and providing descriptions of particular examples. Second, it considers why music videos most often do not embody narratives. The penultimate section offers models for understanding nonnarrative modes such as the “process” video, the catalog, and the use of techniques such as contagion. Finally, advice is given for parsing meaning in examples where the message is particularly elusive.

FROM NARRATIVE TO NONNARRATIVE

As a short form with few words, a music video must fulfill competing demands of showcasing the star, reflecting the lyrics, and underscoring the music. If a director wishes to insert a narrative within such confines, she must employ certain techniques and devices. This section examines several narratively oriented videos in order to extract these techniques and devices.

Aerosmith’s “Crazy” is a video that flaunts its narrativity, even if it only creates the appearance of a narrative rather than really delivering one.5 Endowed with some of the proper elements—a beginning and a middle (though not an end)—it has characters who possess volition and encounter obstacles. The video tracks the exploits of two teenage girls as they play hooky, shoplift, enter an amateur strip contest, spend the night in a seedy motel, and then drive off to pick up a hitchhiker and skinny-dip in a lake6 (fig. 1.1).

“Crazy” departs from convention by conveying its tale in the present tense; videos that tell stories most often situate them in the past, stringing together noncontiguous moments by interpolating images of the artist poised in the act of remembering. As in many music videos, the narrative elements are established in the opening images, well before the song begins: a “bad” Catholic girl kicks out a door, revealing her underwear as she escapes from school through a bathroom window. Thus, most of what happens during the video proper—the shoplifting and strip contest—does not represent narrative drive so much as a spinning out of material. Once the characters have committed their greatest transgression—the striptease—there is nowhere else to go. Although a trace of the premise lingers, the rest of the video veers toward a more episodic structure; here, not knowing what might happen, we are taken along for the ride. (At this point, the video begins to operate in a more familiar mode.) Although the supporting characters we encounter in the opening sequences (the gas station owner and his clerk) have some degree of agency and autonomy, characters that appear later (a k.d. lang look-alike and a handsome country bumpkin) are only mannequins—stock figures that elicit less of the viewer’s curiosity.

“Crazy” creates the semblance of a narrative through a clever technique: exploiting the fact that characters lack dialogue. The video alternates between the girls’ lip-sync performances and situations in which they cannot or do not speak. In the former case, the young women sing along as the song blasts over the car radio and mouth the lyrics while stripping in a karaoke talent show; in the latter case, when the girls shoplift, they pantomime to one another to prevent the old man who sits idly in front of the gas station from overhearing. Later in the production, when the two girls prepare for a show, they gaze at one another in mutual affection; here, in the throes of a homoerotic moment, they say nothing because words would be superfluous.

Most often in music video, performance footage of the band has the effect of blunting narrative drive. Here, however, the director, Marty Callner, is able to incorporate incidents involving the women and the band to further the story. The images of Aerosmith, shot so dark that the group is set off from everything else, carry almost no weight, and they almost escape our vision. At one level, when the band appears—as pauses between narrative moments—it becomes irrelevant, like an afterthought; yet at another level the band’s appearance carries deep psychological resonance. The band’s gestures match those of the girls. The lead singer, Steven Tyler, spits, and then so does one of the girls; he throws forward a microphone with attached ribbons, and the other girl tosses her handkerchief into the air. Tyler’s own daughter, Liv, plays the role of one of the rambunctious young women, and in some subtle way, a twinning effect is manifest, with the band imagery suggesting an anxiety lodged in the subconscious of both young woman and singer. For the father, there are thoughts about a child’s actions, as well as a desire to be young again himself, while the daughter dreams of the father who worries about her or of the band member for whom she wishes to become a groupie.7 That characters’ personalities and internal desires feel so palpable makes “Crazy” exceptional; the viewers are able to follow the trajectory of their aims. In most music videos, where music rather than personality is primary, the characters appear too sporadically for the viewer to get a sense of a throughline, or the figures in the frame seem pushed along by the musical flow.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1 (A–H) Aerosmith’s “Crazy.” Furthering the narrative through devices appropriate to music video: karaoke, radio singalongs, pantomime, match cuts, signage, quality of light, and the like.

“Crazy” is remarkable for conveying a plot by drawing not from techniques of television programs and film but rather from those of television commercials and movie trailers, both of which are carefully storyboarded. Such techniques work with temporal compression, including precisely choreographed movements of the figures in the frame, and the condensation of what might take three shots in a movie—establishing shot, middle, and close—into a single shot. The mise-en-scène of “Crazy” also borrows from the intertitles of silent film. Throughout the video, signs—the nightclub’s marquee and the gas station’s sundry store—help to show us where we are; to conclude, a tractor plows the word “crazy” onto a field. Other temporal cues reflect specific kinds of daylight: escaping from the schoolyard is linked to the afternoon; stripping in a seedy club to evening; sleeping in the motel to late evening; gazing out of the hotel doorway into the bright sunlight and the seedy hotel’s pool to late morning; picking up a hitchhiker and skinny-dipping to late afternoon. To advance the story, there is a reliance on shots of objects—cars, gas pumps, a photo booth, lipstick, a microphone—and a kind of overgesticulation, or ham acting, that would be out of place in most film genres.

The song does create an ambience that allows the image to diverge from the music and lyrics. Connections might be established between the title and the activities of the characters (the girls are rambunctious, therefore “crazy,” or the father is mad with grief) or between the song’s genre—the road ballad—and the video’s picaresque structure and emphasis on driving, but the narrative world of the video leaves the lyrics far behind. Without an incursion into psychoanalysis, it would be difficult to imagine the song being performed by or addressed to the characters. The effect of this treatment is to make the music seem superfluous: at certain moments of extreme narrative interest, the song as such becomes almost impossible to follow; any effort to concentrate on it in these moments founders, as it might if we were to force our attention onto the soundtrack of a movie during a crucial moment of revelation. Because music videos are not in business to turn our attention away from the song, “Crazy” remains an exception to current practice.8

Of other existing narrative videos to consider, only a handful are fully developed; they usually tell the story in the past tense, and most adopt tragic themes such as murder, adultery, or incest, as in Aerosmith’s “Janie’s Got a Gun,” R. Kelly’s “Down Low,” and Snoop Doggy Dogg’s “Murder Was the Case.” Questions of how the hero will vanquish the villain elicit the viewer’s curiosity, and therefore empathy and involvement—perhaps more than is useful for a music video. When, how far, and in what way the hero will fall can be more thinly sketched and therefore more appropriate to the genre. These videos work well because they are tragedies; they possess a hint of inevitability, as if the outcome were already embedded within the opening of the tape. Often, the hook line helps to focus our attention on the narrative trajectory, telling us what we already know will occur, and leading us inexorably to the main character’s unhappy fate. Accompanied by ominous visual imagery, the lyrics keep us moving forward. Another such example, “Bad Girl,” borrowed from the plot of the 1977 film Looking for Mr. Goodbar, is a video in which Madonna goes out with a number of stray men and is eventually murdered by one. The lyrics “bad girl” as well as iconic imagery let us predict the outcome as the singer passes through a series of tableaux: Madonna’s black dress, encased in dry cleaner’s plastic, looks like the body bag that she will eventually be wrapped in; her cat, who fails to recognize her, hisses like a wild animal, suggesting that she is already a ghost or a figure who bears a curse; and the singer walks through a doorway that looks like the entrance to Hades.

The particularity of epithets like “bad girl” or, even better, of proper names can be emphasized so that the video’s figures take on greater dimensionality, as with the Dixie Chicks’ “Goodbye Earl,” in which the band members hunt down an abusive husband.9 Lyrics can serve the narrative, but in a partial, incomplete manner. The fit between words and other constituent parts of a video—a musical hook, close-ups, a particular object or person in the frame—range from close one-to-one connections to those that are elliptical or disjunctive, and these shift constantly. Although it is possible to separate the lyrics from the image and the music in a limited way, words are largely transformed by image and sound. Because their role varies—lyrics sometimes come to the fore and are sometimes buried deep in the texture—they have a kind of occult quality. Most productions direct our attention to so many different parameters that lyrics do not stand out as a single mode of continuity. For example, in Janet Jackson’s “Love Will Never Do (Without You),” a heterosexual romance is created out of almost nothing—Jackson, several men, a bed sheet, a gargantuan crescent, and a similarly gigantic wheel, all on a desert—and the flimsy plot is quickly derailed. The video opens with Jackson’s maypole dance around a lover, then men and Jackson give chase, suggesting a romance. Jackson’s lyrics and the characters’ shifting facial expressions, as well as a camera that presents different perspectives of the body, can encourage us to piece out a story about the lovers. When Jackson sings, “We’re always falling in and out of love” and “Others said it wouldn’t last,” with a perturbed, slightly weary expression crossing her face, she may be prompting the viewer to consider those off screen—family or friends—who might be too critical. The suggestion of a sexually satisfying relationship is conveyed by the words “like you do-do-do-do,” by the gestures of bending forward with hands on knees and shaking her hips. When she sings, “We’ve always worked it out somehow” and “Love will never do without you,” points a finger, and then the lovers embrace, we assume they have gone through their trials and solidified a union. But can we stake a claim on such an assumption? We have enough time to make a conjecture but not to settle on an interpretation before we move on to the next frame—the narrative structure has already turned in another direction. It becomes fragmentary and volatile: at the bridge and the final chorus, we start seeing more men in swimsuits diving from the sky in a celebratory spectacle.10 All of a sudden, we are really in the Weather Girls’ music video “It’s Raining Men.” To encourage repeated viewing, a video may need tantalizing imagery, or perhaps just additional imagery of another sort. Those who are sensitive to gay iconography will recognize that the imagery is more the director’s fantasy than the star’s.

Strangely, instances when the musician performs while illustrating the lyrics through gestures can encourage the viewer to participate in the narrative in ways that an enactment of the lyrics’ content through a staged scene cannot. (Such scenes—which take on the quality of tableaux—work poorly, in part, because they cannot match the temporal and spatial conditions under which the music was originally composed and recorded.) In his “Little Red Corvette,” Prince’s hands and face show off lyrics like “pocket full of condoms.” The viewer may begin to create a picture for the scene and want to see more of it. But Prince’s bass player is cute: soon one’s attention is diverted elsewhere.

Prodigy’s “Smack My Bitch Up” contains several narrative devices to add to our toolkit on how to construct a music-video narrative. The video creates the sense of a narrative, in part, by presenting the point of view of someone who remains behind the camera. As the camera continually tracks forward, a hand stretches before its lens. Without seeing the body that would ground our sense of this figure, we do not consider the figure’s past and future, aims and desires. The Prodigy song works like techno, bringing elements in and out of a relatively stable mix without establishing sharp sectional divisions. (As such, the videomaker does not need to wrestle with strongly contrasting song sections that might suggest changes of consciousness, activity, or mode of being.) The video’s director combines diagetic sound effects with the prerecorded audio track; these sound effects play against and echo material in the song proper, creating a dense soundscape that rests in neither the song’s world nor the real one. Depicting a single night out, the video unfolds from early evening to sometime at night. The advancing hour is shown through darkening skies and rooms, people who look more and more disheveled, images of clocks, an increasingly shaky camera, and copious ingestion of drugs and alcohol. The drug and alcohol consumption suggests unpredictable shifts in consciousness for which no account need be provided. Most videos that emphasize a story contain an enigmatic ending, and “Smack My Bitch Up” is no different. At the video’s close, a glimpse in a mirror reveals a woman who should be our sexually rapacious, physically abusive protagonist. Attentive viewing shows, however, that the hands before the camera alternate between male and female. How do we reconcile our sense of a unitary male point of view with these differently gendered hands (see fig. 1.2)?

Videos like “Crazy” that present full-blooded stories remain exceptions; it is only through the director’s canny and careful deployment of narrative techniques that such videos can succeed in keeping our attention on the song rather than having it preempted by the image. More commonly, music video directors choose imagery reflective of the particular form and scale of a pop song. Janet Jackson’s “Anytime, Anyplace” creates the effect of narrative drive from the ways that the image shapes itself to the pop song’s form. Most obviously, the video depicts a love story described in the lyrics, and Jackson both sings the song and plays the protagonist. Although she does not lip-sync the entire song or take up all of the narrative space, the video tells the story from her perspective—using such traditional narrative techniques as the point-of-view shot through the keyhole—which is patently not the case with Steven Tyler in “Crazy.” A more telling aspect of the Jackson video is evident if we acknowledge the form of the song as it relates to moments of narrative revelation or closure. Specifically, Jackson always initiates a meeting with her lover at the beginning of a verse, sits isolated on the bed in her bedroom during the bridge, and then unites with her lover during the chorus. The minimal nature of the narrative—girl apart, girl together—fits well with the song’s three-part structure. Accordingly, Jackson moves repeatedly among three psychological states, finally achieving happiness with her lover just in time for the final chorus, which (quite typically for a pop song) conveys feelings of fulfillment and jubilation.

A particularly satisfying and successful handling of musical material in the service of a narrative trajectory occurs in Marvin Gaye’s “Sexual Healing.” The work makes use of a device common to many music videos: it possesses multiple types of setting—performance space, story space, and televisual space—and its cleverness derives from the way that the “story” occurs within the last of the three types, the space most fictional and marginal. On the way to a Gaye concert, a woman watches a silly television show from the back seat of a fancy limousine. Because the show is presented not as the video’s main concern (the concert and arriving on time are) but as only a small diversion, we feel less obliged to stake a claim to it. In the show, a spoof on low-budget porn and children’s games, the woman and Gaye play “doctor,” she being the nurse, he the patient. The nurse checks Gaye’s blood pressure, the meter rises, and the lyrics say “Get Up, Get Up.” She brings him a giant bottle marked “love potion” with an oversized spoon, and the viewer can guess how this might keep going. The childish visual narrative, which appears only intermittently, is not crucial to the video’s flow. Whatever pleasure or anxiety it may elicit from us, the nurse/patient scene is posited as a daydream, disposable and fleeting.11 Because the music is by Gaye, we already have the arousal and satisfaction that the inset narrative promises the actors. No narrative contests the song’s power.
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FIGURE 1.2 (A–E) Prodigy’s “Smack My Bitch Up.” Unusual point-of-view shots assist the narration.

As we move toward nonnarrative videos, it is important to consider those that present some sort of problem or inconsistency and fail to yield a satisfying resolution. Even if we watch these videos repeatedly, we may never feel that we can put the characters and events in clear relation to one another. For me (and for many of my students), these problem narrative videos create a sense of pleasure but also anxiety and trauma. At the end of the video, I will feel as if I have grasped the video at some fundamental level but cannot articulate who, what, where, when, how or why. Such videos exploit two important aspects of the genre: (1) that each shot possesses its own truth value—a truth that cannot be undermined by another shot’s; and (2) that each shot has only a vague temporality. Because of these ambiguities of truth value and temporality—and because a pop song’s form and lyrics can undermine one another’s authority—the viewer is hard pressed to decide a video’s ultimate meaning.

Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” is an example where each shot possesses its own truth value. Jackson performs in a number of roles: 1970s-style leader of a dance troupe; 1980s-style self-absorbed moviegoer, sidewalk escort, and stay-at-home boyfriend who has yellow eyes; werewolf; and zombie. Although Jackson’s first personas might be explained away as a role in the movie within the video, the music lends this imagery integrity: Elmer Bernstein’s movie music soundtrack harkens back to 1940s and 1950s classic films and possesses a significant amount of cultural cachet. Rod Temperton’s music, on the other hand, though it occurs in the song proper and seems better suited to Jackson’s roles as escort and as zombie (in the latter, the plucked acoustic guitar seems to warm up his character), does not have as much authority as Bernstein’s music, which has served so many films so well. Here, viewers may have difficulty hierarchizing fantastical images with auctorial music, and pop music against real-life depictions. Not until the video has been watched many times do the different images of Jackson as predatory, flirtatious, and shy gain coherence and weight (see fig. 1.3).

“Like a Prayer,” a video that combines a murder filmed in docudrama style alongside footage that looks more like a stagy passion play, is a similar example. At the opening, Madonna runs over a hill past fires, as we hear a guitar solo that sounds desperate and raw. Next, in the midst of a storybook environment, she sings a recitative that recalls operetta. (Although the scene was shot inside a real church, the colors are lurid, and light from a painted sky-blue backdrop peeks through a window above the door.) Throughout the video, Madonna wanders in and out of the church, looking on rather than participating in the action. (Wearing a nightgown, she seems to be sleepwalking.) The curtains that close in on the set at the end of the video suggest that what has just unfolded, including the murder, has been only a play. Yet the viewer may feel less than satisfied. Perhaps the obvious attempt at closure comes too late, and the framing device of the curtains seems too casual. By contrast with this theatrical device (a second order of narrative), the music and image of the opening seems so heartfelt that we cannot reconcile the ending with the beginning. This irreconcilability is not atypical for music video. After watching a narrative film, when we reflect on its opening, the ending most often colors our understanding of the characters and their motivations. In a pop song, however, the ending may cast but little light on the beginning: a jubilant final chorus will not seem to have been influenced by a subdued tone at the outset. This illustrates that the music video shares an important property of music—namely, that no musical moment can annihilate another (as characters can affect one another in film).

LESS THAN NARRATIVE

Thus far we have remained on the side of the continuum where a video’s story takes on such precedence that it threatens to overtake the song. Most videos, however, are not so ambitious, choosing rather to suggest the hint of a story and letting the song remain ascendant. A filmmaker may create continuity through moments of narrative closure or revelation that are satisfying but do not take over the action. Madonna’s “Cherish,” for example, has narrative devices calculated to create peaks of interest rather than to develop the plot. In this video, images that carry a strong emotional charge—one of impregnation and one of birth—encourage us to seek the rest of the story. The sensationalized imagery implies developments that never happen; like certain musical hooks that attempt to shock us, it serves to provoke our interest in development or continuity—to get us into the video. The moments of narrative are so distanced from one another that the video can foreground flow and pattern.
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FIGURE 1.3 (A–E) Michael Jackson’s “Thriller.” How should disparate images linked to different musical features be placed in relation?

The narrative devices used in Lenny Kravitz’s “Are You Gonna Go My Way” are likewise subliminal. The video is ostensibly a performance tape; the site is an indoor coliseum, and only on many viewings is the viewer likely to see the Christological imagery—a crown of thorns, Mary, Judas, and Magdalene figures, the little children, and (last) Kravitz, who is killed symbolically in the end. Because this imagery is so hard to see, it serves more to build flow than to create a narrative. The hook of the song suggests the Christ theme, but even the most committed fans will need to watch it repeatedly to uncover the connection.

In many videos that hint at a story, the functions and meanings of a particular image may seem unclear and even unstable, and viewers may watch the whole of the tape only to discover that they have watched with the wrong kind of attention. The literary and filmic references in the Rolling Stones’ “Love Is Strong” are so richly drawn that we assume a narrative is forthcoming. As part of the video’s conceit—that the members of the band and other characters are as tall as the buildings in New York City—we see the idle young and beautiful playing in a labyrinth sized to a giant’s proportions, along with visual allusions to Godzilla, Attack of the Fifty-Foot Woman, The Creature from the Black Lagoon, Lolita, and Gulliver’s Travels. The cinematic references and the figures’ size suggest a payoff—sort of like Mothra versus Mecca Godzilla; however, by the video’s close, the Rolling Stones simply show up together in Central Park. By the end of the video it is clear that these are only quotations that fail to add up. By contrast, in U2’s “With or Without You,” the band members perform in an empty studio while patterns of light are projected before and behind them. The murky patterns suggest fleeting and ornamental images of thorns, waves, a woman, a hand, a box, and possibly a casket. As the video concludes, the lead singer wields his guitar as if he were pushing the light away, and suddenly we realize that these ornamental light patterns might actually represent our protagonist’s memory, the encounters from which he wishes to free himself. By pursuing this possibility, we can reconsider the things we have seen and piece out a recounting of a story.

Even more enigmatic is Smashing Pumpkins’ “Disarm,” in which some elements become more narrative and others more like thematic processes, depending on what the viewer chooses to accept as a ground. The band floats above the steeples and roofs of a city. We see the image of an old man walking slowly down a cobblestone road. There is also footage from grainy home movies of an angry little boy. It is not clear how the two figures relate to each other or to the band. Perhaps they are intended as memories and projections about the lead singer’s life. But it could be just an old man and an angry little boy who have little or no relation to the band. Quite possibly the performance footage is only stock music-video imagery where the band extends its presence throughout the space—merely aural and visual filler. We do not know whether the band is moving toward something or whether it is in stasis.

In the Beastie Boys’ “Sabotage,” there is a deliberate use of narrative techniques, but for the sake of a particular narrative style—that of ’70s cop shows—rather than to tell a story: the video brings out the extent to which the borrowed mode was itself as much interested in style and feel as in plot (for example, the television shows The Streets of San Francisco and Kojak, especially the opening sequences).

EXPLAINING THE ABSENCE OF NARRATIVES

Music videos avoid Aristotelian narratives and fully drawn stories for several reasons: (1) the genre’s multimedia nature, (2) the lack of appropriateness and applicability of narrative film devices, and (3) the necessity of foregrounding the song’s form (in order to sell the song).

THE GENRE’S MULTIMEDIA NATURE

Videos that foreground changes in fortune, conflicts that matter, and ellipses in the narrative may always introduce an element of trauma: the viewer takes part in the video’s unfolding and notes the shifts of activity, affect, and time, but cannot fill in the context. Here, music video’s multimedia nature may be the major determinant. Each of music video’s media—music, image, and lyrics—are to some extent blank. (Are the lyrics for me or a lover, or are they the singer’s personal reflection? To whom do the empty sets and characters belong? What are the music’s uses, and what spaces should it fill?) Music, image, and lyrics each possess their own language with regard to time, space, narrativity, activity, and affect.

The rest of the book will explore this topic, but I would like to give one example of how each medium possesses its own language with regard to time, space, narrativity, and affect. Music video’s narratives are constructed by not only the tangled accumulation of music/image conjunctions, each of which may possess its own point of view and truth value; music, lyrics, and image even possess a distinct sense of time, whether suggestive of the future or the past, of time spent languidly or nervously. The sense of time created by music, lyrics, and image is always indefinite rather than exact, never definitive of the day or the moment. Each medium can suggest different types of time, and each can undercut or put into question the temporality of another medium. Not surprisingly, therefore, in “Take a Bow,” a video in which Madonna falls in love with a bullfighter, the music for the verse opens with a broad, open feel and closes with a touch of hesitation. The accompanying images show Madonna, the matador and the people of the town meticulously preparing for a bullfight over the course of what appears to be a single day. (The music and imagery match closely but not exactly. The music has a sense of grace, yet the image carries the scent of dull, repetitive labor.) A secondary staging presents Madonna standing or sitting alone in a room, hunched below a single light source, or passing her hands in front of a television set; here time seems painful, a suggestion that Madonna has engaged in this activity for a very long time. The music for the chorus, relaxed and lyrical in a ruminative way, could extend over a day or months. Even more oblique is the imagery featuring hands flowing over the matador’s cape and Madonna’s face and arms falling through the frame. This imagery is almost devoid of temporal markers: they might suggest a particular instant, a reoccurring moment, or a passing thought. Later, when Madonna and the bullfighter have what looks like demoralizing sex, there is no way to draw on what we have learned to tell if this is a one-time fling, a repeated event, or a figment of the star’s imagination (see fig. 1.4).

Even when the three media of lyrics, music and image seem to combine seamlessly into a new whole, some aspects of music, image, and lyrics may move to the background (as time, space, narrativity, activity, and affect), where they linger in an almost palpable way. Each medium may also change in relation to the others, making the multimedia object ambiguous. Finally, each element—music, image, and lyrics—is, moment by moment, riddled with its own ellipses. What happened between the cut from the image of the face to the shot of the fingertips? From the line “she knew me well” to “I’ve always been there for you”? Or in the shift from the verse to the chorus?
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FIGURE 1.4 (A–E) Madonna’s “Take a Bow.” An image imbued with the rhythms of dull, repetitive labor, and languorous music evoke two different senses of time.


The video often begins with the establishment of a ground, with a sense of stability and coherence. Although I cannot immediately understand the movement from one shot to another, the music begins to give me some feel for it, and the lyrics help me to piece it out. Once the music video starts developing a sense of history, however, and musical, visual, or lyrical elements begin to draw upon what the video has presented thus far, I note that I cannot find these sources from earlier in the video. One such source may be locked in the visual track in the fourth beat of the third measure of the first chorus. Another may be found in the lyrics of the second verse, third line. A third may reside in the music’s texture, somewhere in the introduction. These moments are quite disparate, and between them stretches an archipelago of different events. These three moments from the video’s past, and the moment in the video’s present that has sent me back to them, are linked to other such complexes, each contributing to the present moment’s sense of culmination. The best way for me to grasp the video is to learn the patterns inherent in the music, lyrics, and image, as well as the relations among these patterns, and to make conjectures about what happens in the gaps—time lapses, activity not shown, unexplained motivations. The template thus created (out of both depicted and inferred material) cannot be experienced in real time, because music videos are designed to be almost constantly engaging: the image draws us on as it rushes forward. Cognitive research on film has suggested that we cannot simultaneously track every medium of a multimedia object. We may only hear and see moments of congruence among media, for example. Perhaps we may thereby edit out the most crucial aspects of a video.12

TECHNIQUES FROM FILM

Because music videos often lack essential ingredients—place names, meeting times, a link to both past and present, and fully realized protagonists and villains—they cannot be described as possessing a classical Hollywood film narrative. As a rule, music videos do not help us to predict what will happen—in the next shot, or the following section, or at the close of the tape. To engage the audience in a feature film, many directors adopt a technique known as the narrative plank. An appointment is set, after which the character engages in some routine activity in preparation for the important meeting: she packs a suitcase and then walks or drives to the next scene. This gives the viewer ample time to predict how the upcoming encounter will unfold. If the director is able to intuit the viewer’s guesses, and even incorporate an unusual twist on these expectations, he or she will seem competent and worthy of the viewer’s respect. But because the objective of music video is to be continually engrossing, there is little time for a narrative plank. The music demands attention at every instant; a pressing future takes away from an interesting present. Music video typically elicits some protensive activity, most often on a local level—within spatial terms or within broadly sketched outlines of interpersonal relations (which also feel spatial). The viewer might chart how long it will take for the melodic line to reach its apex, or for the musical section to close, or for the figure to move across the room, or for one stock character to “get with” another.

Often the imagery that occurs at one of the high points of the video will have been disclosed somewhere in the opening third. As we move past the opening imagery, however, we can seldom identify an object, person, or setting as the “marked” material that will round out or clinch the piece. The satisfying rhythm of concealment and discovery so crucial to film narrative is less present in music video. Likewise, videos almost never give us enough information to predict one outcome over another (even if, in retrospect, the narrative appears to have unfolded in a coherent fashion). All outcomes seem possible—including an abandonment of the narrative in favor of a dance sequence.13

As it is, the superficiality and brevity of a pop song mean that truly evil antagonists are almost always absent, and background figures can be only mildly threatening; their power and reasons for implementing it remains unclear. Some examples include the stone-faced judges in Nine Inch Nails’ “Closer” and the factory owner in Madonna’s “Express Yourself.” Given the absence of villains and, correspondingly, so few elements with which to define them, music-video figures become shadowy.

Music video’s protagonists are strange. Video directors I have interviewed note how rare it is for viewers to become truly curious about the lead character. By common consent, a handful of Mark Romanek’s videos form a rare exception. (Michael Jackson’s “Scream,” Fiona Apple’s “Criminal,” Madonna’s “Bedtime Stories” and “Rain,” and No Doubt’s “Hellagood” are good examples.)14 Romanek’s videos contain a series of tantalizing glimpses into some offscreen world, whole within itself but opaque to viewers. His characters possess special powers and often partake in illicit behavior. Yet, although viewers may be curious about the characters, they do not know enough about them to form more than the beginnings of a story.

To understand the elusive qualities of a character in a music video is to accept a music video as a short, almost mute form whose purpose is to showcase the star, highlight the lyrics, and underscore the music. This requires that the viewer’s attention be directed to various parameters; constant shift of focus precludes the construction of a unified subject. In addition, music video possesses multiple senses of time and space. A music video’s star is a phantasmagoric multiple: the songwriter, the performer, and the figure on the screen embody different subjectivities. When the video is finally an edited whole, the image follows the music, and there is the eerie sense that the music, rather than the subject’s intent, animates the figure. Generally, the image, in order to match the speed and energy of the music, reflects a more heightened experiential state than ordinary consciousness, and the characters seem like mythical automatons.

FOREGROUNDING THE SONG’S FORM

Thus far, I have discussed how music video’s multimedia nature and the applicability of Hollywood narrative film devices shape music video narratives. Now I would like to consider this question in relation to popular songs. Pop videos are rarely teleological, and the same is true of pop music. Reflecting different aspects of a single topic, the verse might lay out the situation, while the bridge presents a solution to the problem, and the chorus, a crystallization of it. When a section repeats, we seem to know it more clearly. Similarly, as a musical and visual section repeats in a music video, we return to a related set of interests. More generally, videos mimic the concerns of pop music, which are usually a consideration of a topic rather than an enactment of it. If the intent of music-video imagery lies in drawing attention to the music—whether to provide commentary on it, or simply to sell it—it makes sense that the image ought not to carry a story or plot in the way that a feature film might. Otherwise, videomakers would run the risk of our being so engaged with the actions of the characters or so concerned with impending events that we are pulled outside the realm of the video and become involved with other narrative possibilities. The song would recede into the background, like film music. Music-video imagery gains from holding back information, confronting the viewer with ambiguous or unclear depictions. If there is a story, it exists only in the dynamic relation between the song and the image as they unfold in time.

The problems of superimposing a fully wrought narrative on the episodic, cyclical structure of a pop song can be seen in videos that derive from feature films—for example, Paula Abdul’s “Hush Hush” (borrowed from Rebel Without a Cause), Meatloaf’s “I’d Do Anything for Love, but I Won’t Do That” (Beauty and the Beast), and Blues Traveler’s “Runaround” (The Wizard of Oz). In all of these, the opening two-thirds of the video follows the original source, and we can recognize the themes that will eventually collide to create a new status quo. But the videos fail to take up the encounters that truly count. They devolve instead into randomness and confusion. Perhaps such an encounter and its aftermath would suggest a sense of time and a type of structure different from that of the song.15 In an interview with me in spring 1998, director David Fincher noted that when he first started to make videos, he tried to tell straight stories but soon abandoned the throughline approach. Rather, he began to create six or seven separate segments, each evoking a unique mood configured as an autonomous unit. This stylistic feature establishes the context for what most clearly distinguishes the character in a music video from a character in narrative film. Whereas an action of the latter spawns a series of effects that reflect back on him, thereby encouraging him to act again, the impetus in music video resides episodically in the song or in the way that the figures move in concert with the music. Moreover, a clear sense of time and movement must belong to the music in order for us to bestow our attention on it. Assuming that the figures in video are not characters in a story—they are the band or extras—and that we will not be told what led up to the situation of the video and what will follow from it, our best course is to examine how music videos foreground a play of relations among figures, rather than the unfolding of a story; thus, we will likely have a place, a group of figures, and perhaps a few objects to which our attention is drawn. As the video unfolds, the relations among the elements will shift, and these elements will become clearer or vaguer, closer to or more distant from one another. No matter the degree of shift in these relations, the process will seem to have evolved out of elements that were present in the opening. By the end of the video, we may feel as if we know the place, the figures, and the objects more definitively, even without anecdotal underpinnings.

The unfolding of relations among figures in music video resembles the manipulation of materials in popular music. In a pop song, each musical element can both exist within its own sphere and become transformed over the course of the piece. For example, after a flute line is introduced, it will then be varied, extended, or simply repeated so that, by the end of the song, it stands in a new relation to other musical elements, like the bass line and the voice. Or, if the flute line disappears, it becomes submerged in the unfolding of the piece. Even when there is a dramatic break—when the music cuts out, the image shifts realms, sound effects and dialogue are added—the music will quickly resume, and the work remains intact. There is no annihilation of materials in music, as there is in narrative film.

Does music and video image here mimic some of the properties of music? In “Thriller,” “Like a Prayer,” and “Take a Bow,” the contradictory evidence and lack of temporal cues may make viewers doubt the existence of a “true story.” When a video’s attention to narrative seems to fade, does the viewer’s engagement shift elsewhere, perhaps toward a focus on a certain type of personal relationship? Music video’s indifference to causality can best be seen in “Like a Prayer,” which devotes little attention to questions of whether the murderer will be caught, whether Madonna will testify, or whether the saint will go free. Just as Aerosmith’s “Crazy” eventually becomes not a story but a study of the closeness between two girls and “Take a Bow” explores the connection between two sadomasochistic lovers, “Like a Prayer” reflects mainly on Madonna’s involvement with the saint, singer, and gospel choir. Details about Madonna and the black lead singer are drawn with particular care: the relationship is highlighted by seamless, graceful editing and by similarity in lighting, hair, clothing, and facial and bodily expression. (As with the Aerosmith video, “Like a Prayer” has its homoerotic moments.) In contrast to that bond, Madonna and the black saint are separated by tears, edgy editing, handcuffs, and prison bars. While “Like a Prayer” has these satisfying moments based in a detailed here-and-now relationship—the past and future becoming uncertain and dissolving away—the obvious narrative devices work less successfully.

Some musicologists have claimed that music can suggest a narrative in its own language. Here narrative contains a succession of integrated events, repetition, and calls to the listener’s recollections to integrate the work into a significant whole. Childs points out that music can have a narrative curve similar to those found in conversation. He notes that there is often an introduction, development, climax, and concluding gesture.16

Yet most pop songs are so blocklike and hook-driven that they may not suggest a narrative curve.17 Pasler grants music a narrative through a more generous description. Any time we can make out a figure against a ground—a person standing in front of a building or a melodic line against its accompaniment—we might grant this figure a sense of agency.18 Popular music can possess a subtly constructed soundworld that suggests a physical environment with which a voice or melodic line must contend. Yet finding a narrative for a pop song can be trickier than finding one for a classical piece. Often the music is so carefully shaped that it imitates and echoes features of the voice, thereby suggesting that the sonic bed in which the voice lies is more like a part of the psyche than like an external environment. Melody and accompaniment may not divide easily into a person and a physical environment. Philip Tagg has suggested that the drive and propulsiveness of a song alone can suggest a narrative, and I do agree that songs leave us with a sense that something is being told.19 With this model, the notion of a number of micronarratives interspersed across the video might be more helpful. The rock star moving against the music with varying degrees of energy and self-possession can suggest a relation of figure to background. In addition, the rock star’s image and recorded voice can suggest two different personas, one divided against the other. Both may be struggling against musical lines recorded on separate tracks. These momentary struggles may collide with the video’s large-scale narrative, which might be concerned simply with making it to the concert on time. Not only that: these micronarratives are episodic, and we must follow them in tandem with many other lines of development.

But Jean-Jacques Nattiez argues that if there is a narrative in music, it is only because the listener put it there. Music has no method for communicating a past tense (we are always in the present), a technique commonly used in literary narratives.20 He points out that music may unleash in the listener a string of narratizing behaviors much in the same way as when we see initials carved in a tree and we think, “John loves Mary, or Mary loves John, or John and Mary are in love, or here on the spot, John met Mary, or John remembers Mary, or Mary remembers John.”21 Interpretive freedom remains immense because, as in music, the narrative here is only a virtual object. All the capabilities to join subject and predicate, to recollect, expect, to resolve, are made by the listener. “Music,” said Theodor Adorno about Gustav Mahler’s music, “is a narrative that narrates nothing.”22 In music, we do not know who, what, where, or why. Music is not a narrative, says Nattiez, “but rather an incitement to make a narrative, to comment, to analyze.”23 As Suzanne Langer remarks, “Music is an unconsummated symbol.”24

In music video, what is concealed and what is revealed serve to encourage multiple viewings by engaging the viewer in a process of reconstructing, interpolating, or extrapolating a story behind the scenes that are actually visible. When the narrative mode is present even fleetingly, it creates an aura of mystery, a sense that things need to be puzzled out; it also raises questions of continuity, of how the video unfolds, especially by encouraging an engagement with figures. Both the distance from cinematic narrative depiction and the proximity to it play a role in this creation of a sense of engagement.

TYPES OF NONNARRATIVE

If narrative models fail to capture a large portion of music video, what models can we put in their stead? Many videos are devoted to completing a single process: getting everyone to the party on time, ensuring that the plane gets off the ground or that the baby is born, and so on. (Here, we might define process as the act of carrying on or going on, a series of actions, changes, or functions bringing about a result, or a series of operations performed in the making or treatment of a product.) Such music-video projects do not feel like narratives, in part because they are arbitrary; one activity might have been picked as well as another. In addition, the focus on a single task often becomes apparent only in retrospect. The presentation of this process is fragmented, attenuated abruptly by images of the band performing or lip-syncing against an amorphous background. The sustained treatment of the activity comes suddenly, at a time when we do not expect it, and its duration may be unusually prolonged or drastically abbreviated. The video’s main project is dispersed across a number of the song’s sections. When footage of this material appears over the course of the video, carrying the process forward, these appearances gain an uncanny sense of return. In such videos, the emblematic characters, appearing intermittently with ferocious attention to a simple task, create qualities of volition and determination befitting musical materials that function similarly.

A related type of music video involves categories, series, or lists. The performers might walk through a series of tableaux or separate rooms, or down the street as they encounter different people. The musician might be seen recounting a number of previous relationships. Like the laundry list, the catalog is not a narrative; events or settings simply fall one after another. The catalog works well in a music video because the addition of a new yet familiar item (one that has a similar shape) can be compared with musical material that returns regularly but also incorporates variation.

The travelogue has elements of both the “process” video and the category or list—the performer driving, sailing, walking, and seeing or fantasizing things along the way. Sting’s “Desert Rose,” Matchbox 20’s “Ben,” and Bon Jovi’s “It’s My Life” are examples. Of special note is a species that blends process and list with a vaguely mysterious sense of cause and effect. One example is the mechanical chain of causality in which the camera tracks the flow a` la Rube Goldberg’s machines. In Nice Day’s “The Story of a Girl,” after a woman in a bathtub tosses and turns, the overflowing water seeps through the ceiling and shorts out the television set of the apartment below. The couch bursts into flames, triggering the fire extinguisher. The ceiling pipes start to shower, and the party in the apartment one floor below breaks into a celebratory dance. Like the protagonist of the Bon Jovi video, the woman in “It’s My Life” shows up at the party in her own way. Such a chain demands that we consider every event, and even compare one against another. Like most pop songs, the episodes emphasize continuity and flow but also contain transformations. This chain of events may be purely a function of gravity, but we cannot be sure; the movement of the camera from one surface to another almost resembles the passage of sound through water or walls.

In music video as a whole, any visual reference to an unusual mechanical cause seems to suggest that the music possesses the greatest authority. R.E.M.’s “Shiny Happy People” takes place in a high school auditorium, and a man pedaling a stationary bicycle rotates a pulley that draws back the curtains on the stage and shifts the rolling painted backdrop behind the actors and musicians. To ascertain whether this could really happen, we examine the music for possibilities. In fact, almost any technical, mechanical, or physical link between two spaces in relation to the music—two-way mirrors, rear-screen projections, pipes, satellites, computer terminals, television sets, and antennas—creates a question about effects.

Music-video directors add richness and complexity to the simple structures of processes and lists in several ways. One is to include a number of threads (for example, organized around lists, processes, or series) in a music video and make sure that at some point at least one becomes linked with another. Many music videos work on the principle of contagion: an element in one of the strands seeps into another—it might be a color, a particular prop, a way of feeling or moving. For example, in Ben Folds Five’s “Brick,” the splashes of red that appear in the performance space (which function purely as an arbitrary, decorative touch) gradually invade the story space (we see a red Christmas bulb). Rage Against the Machine’s “Bulls on Parade” presents a much more complex example. The video weaves eight threads into the texture in an unpredictable way: (1) generic, black-garbed freedom fighters wielding flags make their way up a mountain (a la “king of the hill”); (2) the band performs, becoming more agitated as time progresses; (3) the crowds surge; (4) iconic political propaganda flashes on the screen; (5) text hand-scratched on film jitters on the screen; (6) a printing press churns; (7) an anonymous person writes graffiti on institutional walls proclaiming “long live the Los Angeles revolution”; (8) close-ups of earnest, highly photogenic young people of various ethnicities appear. Many of these threads contain material or processes that seep into the others. The torn red flags that become more worn as the video progresses connect to the last close-up of the lead performer, who stands firm, though looking completely exhausted. The red from the flag starts coloring the black and white footage of the crowd and the performers. The guitar necks begin to angle upward in the frame, as does the scribbled text, matching the movement of the freedom fighters as they make their way up the hill. (Over the course of the song, the tessitura shifts from low to high.) Even though they are clearly in a different space, the youthful ethnic types begin to bestow greater definition on the generic black-garbed freedom fighters. A crude line drawing of the graffiti artist strips them bare (fig. 1.5).

The technique of using several threads of material that intersect later works well for constructing music videos. As the music shifts or a shot’s novelty liquidates, the director can choose imagery from one of several strands and slot that imagery into the video based on what most fits the needs of the song at that particular moment. In this way, she is able to build a visual track that closely follows musical changes. “Bulls on Parade” as a riff-based song on its own may catch our attention more than does “Crazy,” but it is also remarkable how many more of the song’s nuances we hear while watching “Bulls on Parade” than from viewing “Crazy.”

A consideration of a video’s use of processes, threads, and contamination is helpful for analyzing videos that we judge as narrative. “Thriller” contains several long vamps. We can compare what happens in each vamp—what Jackson does when he has a date and when he is a zombie—and why one section might end with a sexy kiss and the other with the touch of death. With “Take a Bow,” we might look at the ways characters fulfill their daily activities. In the case of Madonna and the matador, it culminates in sex or slaying a bull. Why would one thread be slotted in at this musical moment versus another?

Another way to add complexity is to flesh out (and/or strip down) the various threads, as in DMX’s and Sisqo’s “What You Really Want,” where DMX recites a litany of past girlfriends and we see them one by one. A third of the way into the video, we see rows of women’s legs; toward the end of the video, in the middle of the street, in a pyramid structure are Sisqo and numerous women in various complicated physical contortions; and finally, a close-up of DMX appears against the barren, cold background of sound baffles. DMX seems to be thinking about Sisqo and the women but is not able to participate. He has taken up the mantle of the hardworking musician, yet his thoughts dwell uneasily elsewhere; hence some sort of contamination has occurred, even if it is only within a psychic realm. Although visual strands may quickly come together and then depart and head their own way, an elaboration and playing out of material will seem to have taken place.
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FIGURE 1.5 (A–I) Rage Against the Machine’s “Bulls on Parade.” Several threads help to construct a form.


There are a few more nonnarrative modes still left for consideration—some more purely processual and some more based on tableaux. Many music videos simply extend performance settings: the performer might appear in a dolled-up high-school theater, and then some activity will play out backstage or in the wings. Performance videos are discussed in chapter 4; however, it is worth mentioning here that although the depiction may be static, the relation between the performer and the setting can seem unusually charged, as if the activity within the frame is somewhat taboo, and the police or a parent might rush in on the scene at any moment. In “Virtual Insanity,” Jamiroquia occupies a silvery, boxlike setting. He does little except move back and forth along a floor resembling a conveyer belt, yet around him hover a number of ominous elements: a crow, a pool of blood, a group of techno/science-fictional men appearing and then disappearing. While the objects have little meaning, they present a bit of threat or danger for the performer.

Similar to the performance video is the “slice of life.” The slice of life functions in music video more as an extended tableau than as documentary, however: a single image will be highlighted in time rather than revealed at once, with only one or two elements shifting slightly. In Dishwalla’s “Charlie Brown’s Parents” a stock situation is set up—a candidate for public office appears with his unhappy spouse at a fundraiser while the band performs. In a vague way, the dynamic between the couple changes when the wife heads down the corridor, possibly to pick up a young campaign worker. Given numerous uncertainties—the viewer sees footage of the band only intermittently, does not know the time in which all of this is happening, and might guess that one thing might occur as well as something else—we may feel that we are simply seeing one tableau after another. We may connect the dots between instances, but what happens in the interim might be arbitrary.

Music videos often suggest a story, but in a somewhat static way: we obtain no more visual information than we might derive from a single narrative painting. One such example is Faith Hill’s “Breathe,” in which the singer, swaddled in white cotton sheets, lies voluptuously on a bed in the desert. She also stands on the sand in a sheer satin dress. The video takes on a gold tone, and two thirds into the piece, the singer takes two or three steps toward the camera. In the last shot, she stands wearing what resembles a white wedding dress with strips of lace, satin, and cotton—a composite of her earlier clothes and bed linens. “You Oughta Know” shows Alanis Morissette performing in the foundations of a burned-down house, walking around in the desert with a suitcase, sitting on a bench, and lying in a poppy field. Neither of these two videos tells a story, but the faintest allusions to domesticity—to brides, lovers, and housekeepers—are enough to suggest the possibility that a story is being generated.

Music videos encourage us early on to seek out a narrative, and by the video’s close, they suggest that something crucial has transpired. But where, when, and how did this transformative event occur? Perhaps the evidence is buried in too many different places, and the clues are too elliptical. How much do we really know about what happens? A viewer may believe that some moment of density and richness is locked somewhere within this tape. But where is it? And what was it?

DISCOVERING NARRATIVES THROUGH CLOSE READING

When confronted with a Hollywood film, we can assume the existence of a narrative; anxieties about the kind of movie we will see are usually put to rest by the end of the opening credits. Given the likelihood that a music video will lack certain narrative drive, it is not clear, at first, with what kind of attention we should watch. During the accretion of details that shape the production into a narrative, documentary, or performance video, the initiate will look intently for cues to determine the genre of the video—action adventure, sitcom, musical, fashion magazine, advertisement, soap opera, B movie, or whatever. Yet the sources of music video are quite disparate, and even if the genre appears to be narrative, a story may not materialize. Generic cues may provide no more guidance for the viewer than do other unfolding narrative elements.

A look at how easel painters handle depiction will be helpful to our understanding. Educated audiences know that if a portrait includes a particular cluster of icons like a lily, a cross, and a swan, there will be no story conveyed about the person depicted in the painting; rather, by drawing on biblical and mythological references, the painting will point to a generalized truth—an ideal such as faith, beauty, or chastity. If detailed attention is paid to the depiction of the figure, however—one focused more on specifics than on an idealized image—we might instead ask questions involved with narrativity: who is the person, how does he live, and so on.

To comprehend the ways that characters function in music video, we can learn from the film theorist Jean-Louis Comolli’s discussion of the difference between cubist painting and traditional film.25 He claims that no one looking at a still life by Georges Braque seeks further information about the objects that make up the composition—what the fish may be telling each other, why they are there and not in the sea, to whom the lemon belongs, and whether the plate is exploiting them. In cinema, he says, the opposite is true: an actor cannot put one foot in front of the other without a spectator wanting to know where he is going, why, whether the woman he loves has broken with him, and whether that is his last pair of shoes.

Music-video characters resemble the lemon, fish, and sea in Comolli’s description of Braque’s painting. Each figure is integral and whole, yet also opaque and mysterious. Nothing can be added to a music-video character, and nothing can be taken away. Perhaps the sketchy, obscure nature of music videos helps to create the sense that most often they are kept at a threshold below which a narrative commences. Without enough material to get us started, we spend time simply deciding what to make of the characters and whether to take them as allegorical figures, as musicians who find themselves in a strange situation, or as actors within a complete fiction. To see the characters as self-possessed and well-formed agents, we must feel that we can become acquainted with them. The ability to know what the characters will do next, or how they will meet the next obstacle before them, depends on this choice.

Music videos often challenge us at the first moment we must try to read them. It takes a certain skill to determine where to place a work because depictive modes collide within the same video. For example, in Monica’s “Before You Walk Out of My Life,” the scenes of her walking in the city are too emblematic to suggest anything but a fashion shoot. Monica walks a large Dalmatian, and she wears matching raincoat and boots. The umbrella she carries over her shoulder is tilted just so, and the New York City locations are chosen for their graphic values rather than for their sense of place. She and her dog constitute an emblem rather than characters in a narrative. By contrast, Monica and her boyfriend appear in cutaways against a simply lit, plain black background, and they appear to be placed there in order to document their relationship for a family portrait. The exchange of gestures between the pair seems nuanced and intimate, and the look is reminiscent of the photo spreads that accompanied serious biographies for Life magazine from the 1950s to the 1970s. To make sense of the two depictive modes, the viewer will have to decide what the languages we associate with style and intimacy have to do with each other, and part of the answer may lie in how the music plays against both.

Another telling comparison can be made between Boyz 2 Men’s “On Bended Knee” and Jodeci’s “Gotta Get on Up.” The Boyz 2 Men video deals with the separations and reconciliations of band members and their lovers. We watch for a story, yet the pastel colors, the soft focus, the forced perspective, the lack of differentiation between individual women and men, and the very generic things the couples do—baking cakes, writing on a mirror with lipstick, drawing portraits with the lover as model, hiding sheet music, and breaking a record in half—signal that these are tales about all lovers rather than any particular ones. By contrast, the Jodeci production presents a much more fleshed-out narrative, although its subject matter is restricted to people listening and dancing to live music, and its conceit makes it look like a common type of performance video. By showing the band coming into town on a bus and holding a block party, the video suggests that these particular people have a significant relation to the place where they live. The cinematographic style is documentary, and many of the shots echo the WPA photographs of Dorothea Lange. In actuality, this neighborhood had recently suffered from a great deal of racial strife, and the anxiety on the faces is real. Although the depictions are relatively static—a woman looking through a window onto her front porch, a young child with a ball—the viewer would like to know more about the underlying context for these people and this place. The previous two examples show that realistic codes drawn from sources such as painting, fashion, and news photography may ground our understanding of video.
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Editing

WHEN CRITICS of film and television say that something is “cut like music video” or refer to “MTV style editing,” what do they mean? They might mention quick cutting or editing on the beat. And indeed, one can see that the edits in music video come much more frequently than in film, that many stand out as disjunctive, and that the editing seems to have a rhythmic basis closely connected to the song. These last two features of music-video editing—that it is sometimes meant to be noticed and that it brings out aspects of the song—suggest at once that it does something different, and perhaps something more, than does the editing in film. Music-video editing bears a far greater responsibility for many elements than does classic Hollywood film editing. Not only does the editing in a music video direct the flow of the narrative, but it can also underscore nonnarrative visual structures and form such structures on its own. Like film editing, it can color our understanding of characters, but it has also assimilated and extended the iconography of the pop star.

Much of the particularity of music-video editing lies in its responsiveness to the music. It can elucidate aspects of the song, such as rhythmic and timbral features, particular phrases in the lyrics, and especially the song’s sectional divisions. Because it can establish its own rhythmic profile, the editing can provide a counterpoint to the song’s rhythmic structures. More subtly, and most importantly, the editing in a music video works hard to ensure that no single element (the narrative, the setting, the performance, the star, the lyrics, the song) gains the upper hand. Music-video directors rely on the editing to maintain a sense of openness, a sense that any element can come to the fore at any time. The editing does so in part simply through being noticed. By demanding attention, it prevents powerful images from acquiring too much weight and stopping the flow of information. The editing thus preserves the video’s momentum and keeps us in the present. A striking edit can allow one to move past a number of strange or disturbing images while neither worrying about them nor forgetting them completely.1

Music video’s complexity stems not only from the sheer number of functions it serves, but also from the way that it moves unpredictably among these functions. It may be helpful to picture the succession of images in a video, and the edits that join them, more as a necklace of variously colored and sized beads than as a chain. This picture not only emphasizes the heterogeneity of shots in music video, but it also suggests the materiality of the edit itself. Indeed, sometimes the edit seems to function as a part of the image and sometimes as a gap.

This chapter is divided into five sections: (1) an introduction to the grammar of shots and edits, and a discussion of how their functions differ between film and music video; (2) an analysis of the role of editing in making meaning, creating narrative, and establishing other forms of continuity; (3) an explanation of how music-video image adapts to the processual nature of sound; (4) an examination of the ways that music videos treat close-ups of the star; and (5) a presentation of the means by which editing can reflect musical features. Because it deciphers types of shots and edits, this chapter functions as a grammar for music-video editing; however, it also contains a theoretical component. I argue that the edits in music video mean something different—and create meaning differently—from their filmic counterparts. Even when a shot and edit in a music video remind one of classic narrative film, their function may have undergone a change of valence. Music-video editing, like camera movement and camera placement, enables relations between the song and the image.

SHOTS AND EDITS

When constructing a taxonomy of shots and edits in music video, one can begin with traditional narrative film practices. The continuity system forms the basis of film editing but is much less common in music video. Common continuity edits in film include the 180-degree rule, which preserves screen direction, as well as the thirty-degree rule, which prevents a jump cut between two shots, and shot/reverse-shots, over-the-shoulder shots, and matches on actions.2 Such edits attempt to naturalize the movement from shot to shot and render the break as seamless as possible. Continuity editing seeks to preserve the flow of time and the coherence of spaces. The ultimate goal of continuity editing is to create a single, clear path through a film’s world. Because music videos seem to benefit from providing a multiplicity of incomplete, sometimes obscure paths, continuity editing will serve different functions and govern only isolated sections of a video.3 Perhaps music videos avoid continuity editing because such techniques would give the visual track too strong a forward trajectory: the image might seem to overtake the song. A music video’s aim is to spark a listener’s interest in the song, to teach her enough about it that she is moved first to remember the song and second to purchase it. Music video’s disjunctive editing keeps us within the ever-changing surface of the song. Though such edits may create a momentary sense of disequilibrium, they force the viewer to focus on musical and visual cues, allowing the viewer to regain a sense of orientation. In addition, the dense, oblique quality of a string of images can serve to showcase the star. The viewer may experience a jolt of accomplishment and pleasure as she passes through a thicket of imagery to come upon a clearing where she finds herself alone with a close-up of the performer. One of the most narrative music videos, Aerosmith’s “Janie’s Got a Gun,” comes the closest to following the rules of traditional Hollywood continuity, yet it also extends and breaks these rules. The video concerns incest. At one point, the father stands at the threshold of his daughter’s room while the mother watches. In this sequence, sightlines do not match. Consequently, it will take a while for the viewer to notice that, based upon the position of the characters, the mother is watching the father, yet he does not see her. In addition, the thirty-degree rule is violated between the medium and close-up shots of the father.(The camera angle between shots is narrower than thirty degrees, and the object in the frame appears to jump.) Music videos avoid matches on action, often extending or abbreviating a shot to give the sense of a cut in the “wrong place.” This effect blunts narrative progress and creates a rhythmic emphasis on the moment when the edit occurs4 (fig. 2.1).

It will be helpful to widen our consideration of editing techniques to include not only those of classic Hollywood films, but also those in the Russian formalist film tradition. Karel Reisz’s description of Eisenstein’s October works as a characterization of music-video editing.


Indeed, as a piece of narrative, [October] is extremely unsatisfactory. The incidents are loosely constructed and do not follow each other with the dramatic inevitability which a well-told story demands: we are not, for instance, shown Kerensky’s character through a series of dramatically motivated episodes but through a number of random incidents, each suggesting a further aspect of Kerensky’s vanity or incompetence. The time relationship between consecutive shots and scenes is left undefined and no sense of continuous development emerges: the cut from [shots] 108 to 109, for example, takes us—without reason or explanation—from the Czar’s study to a staircase somewhere in the palace. No attempt is made to explain or to conceal the time lapse between the shots, as could easily have been done with a dissolve.5
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FIGURE 2.1 (A–E) Aerosmith’s “Janie’s Got a Gun.” Departures from the continuity system—breaking the thirty-degree rule and sightline matches.


It seems intuitive that the Russian film formalists (precursors to the experimental filmmaking tradition) should share a lot with music-video directors, but some of the reasons why this is so may not be immediately clear. We should remember that the early Russian film directors Lev Kuleshov, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Sergei Eisenstein worked with minimal resources (film was so valuable that it was recycled for its silver), and they used almost no intertitles because they were making films for a largely illiterate public. Even though music-video directors can command great resources in the era of late capitalist production, they too struggle with limitations. These limitations may seem trivial by comparison: music video is a short form; the music and lyrics may be banal; the singer must lip-sync while the rest of the figures remain silent; much time must be spent showcasing the star. Like the early Russian filmmakers, they have to make the most of the brute materials of film, and to make frames and cuts as expressive as possible.

One kind of edit, graphic match, appears frequently in music video and Russian formalist films, but much less often in traditional narrative film. Such an edit joins two shots through shared compositional elements such as color or shape, irrespective of content. In film, graphic matches are normally used to join scenes. Strikingly formal, they appear unnatural in most other contexts. Whereas we might see one or two graphic matches in the whole of a Hollywood narrative film, we often find two or three in a five-minute music video. Music video can use graphic matches so freely because the genre has reason to draw attention to its materials and production methods: the viewer can revel in an interesting edit, in a nice shape shared by two images, and in the cleverness of the director’s and the editor’s work, any of which might draw us away from the narrative of a Hollywood movie.6 The graphic match can highlight elements of a popular song. As just mentioned, in the graphic match most visual parameters remain the same while one changes. In a pop song, a melody might be sung by the voice and be picked up by a flute. In this case, the one feature that has changed is timbre. Both sound and image share qualities of transformation and continuity (fig. 2.2).The concentration of imagery in music video has led to an expanded role for the visual principles of graphic match. In particular, videos will contain groups of nonadjacent shots that share bold compositional elements.(I will discuss the nature and structural role of these groups of shots later in this chapter.) Film editing generally seeks to avoid placing a series of shots that contain motion against one another; films will interpose a static shot when possible. When films cut between shots with motion, the editing tries to keep the viewer’s eye in the same location to minimize the disjunctive effect.7 Only in action sequences or heightened dramatic scenes does the editing compel the viewer to shift focus rapidly from one edge of the frame to another. Music videos place movement against movement much more promiscuously, juxtaposing motion within the frame to camera movement and mixing speeds, directions, and durations (fig. 2.3).
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FIGURE 2.2 (A–B) Peter Gabriel’s “Mercy Street.” A graphic match.




Unlike films, music videos frequently employ intentionally disjunctive edits. A jump cut, which is generally unacceptable in film, can be avoided by shifting the camera at least thirty degrees between two adjacent shots that contain a change in scale. The jump cut makes us feel that we are lurching forward or back. This kind of edit has been much discussed since its occasional deliberate use in films of the French New Wave (fig. 2.4).Music videos use jump cuts liberally, along with a variety of other disjunctive edits. There are brusque edits that demand attention through a drastic shift in scale, color, or content. Sometimes we see an even stronger edit, one so clearly aestheticized that it separates itself from the flow of the video. This edit might contain a roughened edge (say, a bit of film leader and a white flash sandwiched between the shots) that makes it work like a jump cut.

[image: image]

FIGURE 2.3 (A–D) Janet Jackson’s “Love Will Never Do (Without You).” Music videos place movement against movement promiscuously, juxtaposing motion within the frame to camera movement and mixing speeds, directions, and durations.
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FIGURE 2.4 (A–E) Alanis Morissette’s “You Oughta Know.” Jump cuts.

It is important as well that videos can create confusion about what is an edit and what is not. There are many ways to produce a meaningful articulation, both in camera and through postproduction: the lens can continually change focal planes, or an element of the frame can pop forward, almost as though there had been an edit that affected only part of the frame. When other effects help to do the work of the editing in a video (defocusing, fading to black, strobing) the editing can perform other roles, such as creating an aesthetically pleasing visual line or drawing the viewer’s attention to the music (fig. 2.5).
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FIGURE 2.5 (A–B) R.E.M.’s “Losing My Religion.” An aestheticized flash-frame raises questions about the role of editing.

Just as editing changes in the shift from film to music video, so does the function of shots. Music videos and Hollywood films share a basic premise: that visual information can best be communicated by cutting among three kinds of shot—long, medium, and close-up. One can describe these shots according to the relation each establishes between the figure and the space around him. In long shots, the space obtains a greater prominence than the figure; in medium shots, the relation is roughly equivalent; and in close-ups, the figure dominates the space. Hollywood film has virtually standardized the cropping of the figures in these shots. Most textbooks recommend that the proportion of the figure to the space in the frame fall within set guidelines to achieve a sense of balance: if too much or too little space surrounds the figure, a shot is said to look awkward. Further, the camera should not frame the body in such a way that the frame’s edge passes through a join of the body, such as the neck, elbows, knees, or ankles.8 Music videos do not follow these rules. Not only is the relation between figure and space frequently off kilter, but the camera bisects the figure in places that would be unacceptable for classic Hollywood film. In film, the framing helps to draw attention to the content of a shot, rather than its composition, and to render the editing process invisible. The framing in music video makes us as aware of the edge of the frame (and of what we cannot see) as of the figure itself. This kind of framing can give a shot a precarious quality that the succeeding shot cannot always put right. In this way, the image moves forward, matching the momentum of the music (fig. 2.6).

Viewers still learn the grammar of traditional shots from watching films and television. Music videos make use of these shots but give them different functions and meanings. Our knowledge of film and television practices still provides a reference point and can lend excitement to a shot in a music video that violates the rules of these practices. In Hollywood films, the extreme long shot frequently serves to set the context for a new scene or to adopt a character’s point of view. Such a shot might appear at any point in a music video as a way of exposing a space otherwise revealed only in fragments or of creating visual contrast. It may even help us to listen past the song’s foreground elements to acknowledge the totality of its sound space. The absence or oblique presentation of master shots in music video means that the viewer does not own or know fully the space, but is taken through it. The close-up, in classic Hollywood film, will disclose something intimate about a character. In music video, the close-up can work similarly to showcase the star, but just as often it serves to underscore a lyric, a musical hook, or the peak of a phrase. It may even be chosen simply to fit a pattern of shots already established within the edited sequence. In general, Hollywood cinematography’s language of confrontation plays a greatly diminished role in music video. Over-the-shoulder shots, separation shots and the 180-degree rule tend to make the relations between figures clear and specific in a way that would be inappropriate for most videos.

The use of camera angles can tell us much about the visual language of music video. Low-angle shots are used more extensively in music videos, partly because they reproduce the relations among audience, performer, and stage. Such shots confer authority upon performers and assert their sexual charisma, often crudely, by highlighting the erogenous zones of performers. High-angle shots in music video, as in film, give the viewer a sense of power and mobility (fig. 2.7).These shots perform other functions in videos. Sometimes an overhead or extremely high-angle shot is edited in to create a rhythmic unison with a key moment in the music, like the crest of a melody. Classic Hollywood film employs high-angle and low-angle shots sparingly; the camera quickly returns to a level perspective. A music video, by contrast, may contain a long series of high-angle or low-angle shots. When high-and low-angle shots are mixed together to form a series, the video will lack a sense of ground. The viewer turns to the music for additional spatial-temporal cues.
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FIGURE 2.6 (A–F) Janet Jackson’s “Love Will Never Do,” Alanis Morrisette’s “You Oughta Know,” Nirvana’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit,” and Mariah Carey’s “Honey.” Music video inappropriately frames the body.

Traditionally, in forms like the Hollywood film, opera, the stage and oratory, the singer is placed in the center and on a level field as a means to establish centrality, stability, importance, and clarity. When the singer is placed off center (through framing and so on), we might assume a different experience of the song. It is important to note that many music videos have parodied or deconstructed proscenium framing, for example in Nirvana’s “In Bloom,” the band performs before an Arabian Nights backdrop on an episode of the Ed Sullivan Show. The scene is particularly humorous because the set, which the men, wearing skirts, quickly destroy, was shot with low-resolution black and white video. Music videos often contain a long series of low-or high-angle shots that create a different relation between listener, music, and image. For example, when there is a long series of medium, low-angle shots (so that the performer appears from the waist up) as well as with an image that lacks stability—for example, with both camera movement and movement within the frame—one may have the sense that the song buoys the performer. In music video, there is no clear causality concerning which came first, music, lyrics, or image, and at any moment, any media can be seen to influence the other. In this case, the performer is no longer the unambiguous source of the song. It can seem almost as if the image floats above, and is carried by the music, literally as if sonic waves passed along the bottom of the screen, and the image bobbed up and down accordingly.

Camera movement in music video also differs from that of film. Most music videos make such extensive use of the dolly that a static shot seems anomalous. The dolly shot keeps the video moving; it starts almost invariably as soon as a video begins and ceases only toward the end. It provides a simple way for a video to match and sustain a song’s momentum. Director Marcus Nispel says that his work derives its musicality from a clever deployment of the dolly. He employs the dolly to create what he calls “moves within moves”—the simultaneous use of tracking and panning.9 Nispel sometimes uses this scheme while a figure turns in the frame (fig. 2.8). He thereby interposes three types of motion into one shot. A more common scheme places the artist at the center of a circular track. The camera, often positioned at a low angle, moves back and forth along the track at various speeds. This scheme can create the sense of a performance space in almost any setting, while the low-angle and varied speeds give the camera a responsive, even performer-like character. Videos can present a number of dolly shots edited together in order to build toward key moments in the video.
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FIGURE 2.7 (A–E) Guns N’ Roses’ “November Rain.” When high-and low-angle shots are mixed together to form a series, the viewer turns to the music for additional spatial-temporal cues. The figure seems to be buoyed by the music.

One type of music-video camera movement that contrasts strongly with the continuity editing system is the tracking shot. Often used for special emphasis, it frequently dominates a segment toward the middle of the song and is punctuated by a few dissolves. Tracking shots play a crucial role in music video because they provide relief from a typically shallow sense of space.(In videos, we almost never pierce the background or stray far from the star.) The movement of the camera provides a change in point of view: instead of experiencing the music from a stationary position, as it rushes past, the viewer can get the sense of running alongside the soundstream. The tracking shot embodies perfectly the music video’s attempt to match the energy of the song, to approach the song’s rhythmic drive, even if the music remains just out of reach. The tracking shot can also constitute a distinct rhythmic stratum that will go in and out of synchronization with the song’s other rhythmic strata (fig. 2.9). Other kinds of camera movement function similarly. Cranes, pans, tilts, and dramatic reframings are usually done by hand and can achieve the intimate effects associated with handheld camera work. These shots provide possibilities for textural detail and subtle expressive nuance. They can also mimic the ways that sound approaches and fades away.
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FIGURE 2.8 (A–I) Amy Grant’s “House of Love.” Creating a sense of flow: camera moves within moves.

Different types of shots and edits can be mixed to create variety, and although one gets the sense that any shot can follow any edit, some shots and edits are particularly complementary. An edit or camera move can anticipate a gesture in the shot that follows. A tracking shot can complement a subsequent shot of a strutting figure. A crane shot that starts low and rises through the space seems to match a figure reaching outward. A brusque edit works well preceding a shot that contains a series of sharp rhythmic gestures performed by the dancer or musician. Videos can create this kind of play simply between shots and edits, almost irrespective of what a shot contains. A dissolve can pair nicely with a tracking shot, and the effect of a jump cut can be extended by an unbalanced shot. This isomorphism or exchange of gestures and shapes teaches the viewer to move fluently from parameter to parameter while watching a video. Such movement can occur across many parameters, leading the viewer directly into the structure of the song. In pop music, materials are commonly shared among different domains, for example, a melodic line in the voice will be taken up by the guitar, though the rhythmic values may be expanded. The drums will be performed “out of the pocket” (off the beat) to showcase breaks in a singer’s voice.

The syntax of shots in music video, taken as a whole, is less conventionalized than that of shots in film. In the traditional Hollywood film scene, the camera begins at a distance and gradually moves in—from long or master shots to two-shots and medium shots, to close-ups like separation and over-the-shoulder shots. We seem to learn more about the film’s world and the characters’ inner lives as we narrow our focus in this way. The music-video camera shifts more freely among types of shots. Because a shot decision is made partly according to the form of the music and the pattern established by preceding shots, the search for knowledge about people and places takes second place. One cannot construct a typical shot order for music video. One might thrill at a twirling overhead shot that appears two-thirds into the video. In retrospect, the viewer will realize that this is a good choice within the structure of the video; however, while viewing the tape, he would not have been able to predict the appearance of the shot. Unlike films, music videos do not divide neatly into scenes. The song’s sectional divisions provide a stronger basis for parsing a video. If one had to generalize about the syntax of music-video image, one might take the musical phrase as the most significant unit. Music videos typically present segments of six to nine shots that last roughly the length of a musical phrase. Although the beginnings and ends of these segments do not always align with those of musical phrases, they can be recognizable to a viewer because they contain internal repetition and often possess a kind of symmetry (fig. 2.10).
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FIGURE 2.9 (A–C) Missy Elliott and Janet Jackson’s “Son of a Gun.” A tracking shot.

MEANING, NARRATIVITY, AND CONTINUITY

How does music-video image create meaning, and in what ways does editing contribute to that creation? The meanings of music videos have been thought to present a puzzle. Most often, music-video image is relatively discontinuous. Time unfolds unpredictably and without clear reference points. Space is revealed slowly and incompletely. A video will hint at a character’s personality, mood, goals, or desires but will never fully disclose them. We seldom see an action completed—a figure’s movement is often cut off by the edit. Stories are suggested but not given in full. Nor can the lyrics tell us what we need to know—they may be banal or purely conventional. A famous performer can also pull at the video’s meaning—we cannot tell beforehand how or to what extent our knowledge of a star is intended to come into play in a given video.

Music-video editing plays an interesting role in producing this effect of discontinuity. The editing in Hollywood film seeks to fill the gaps in our knowledge, to stabilize the meaning of an image. In music video, the editing seems rather to help create the discontinuity and sense of lack. If, as I have suggested, editing constitutes a distinct visual parameter of music video, we should expect that it can contribute to the creation of discontinuity. Because it, too, reveals things incompletely, makes promises it does not keep, it should be understood as but one of the elements fighting for attention in a video. And the case becomes more complicated. Edits happen between images; they are not part of the image. Edits can literalize the discontinuity by making us aware of the space between images.
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FIGURE 2.10 (A–G) Metallica’s “Enter Sandman.” Lengths of visual sections often follow that of musical phrases.

Scott McCloud, in Understanding Comics, writes about the pleasure of reading into incomplete images.10 He celebrates the interpretive work needed to transform black and white lines or spots of color into meaningful characters. Music-video images can provide the same pleasure. We know very little about the figures we see, but we still attempt to make sense of them based on how they look and what they are doing, as well as the setting, the lyrics, and the music. We must decide whether a figure functions as a character or merely as part of a tableau vivant. Extending the notion of the reader’s share in the interpretation of the image, McCloud discusses the gap between panels of the comic. In this gap, the reader calculates the amount of time elapsed, the distance traversed, and any change in the figures. The edits in music videos work similarly. Partly by attending to the song, the viewer decides what has happened in the cut from one shot to another. The disjunctive force of the edit compels this decision: how do these two shots relate? On what basis does the edit link them together? And what is the net effect of these disjunctions on the video as a whole?

A video like Marilyn Manson’s “Beautiful People” highlights how difficult it can be to make sense of music-video editing. Manson first became known for a version of The Eurythmics’ spare synth-pop hit “Sweet Dreams.” His version recast the song as a gothic metal dirge with a video that placed the androgynous singer in a decayed warehouse, wearing a variety of abject and incongruous costumes. “Beautiful People,” the band’s next video, extended the gothic punk aesthetic of the first to encompass a much broader range of imagery and more serious themes. Where “Sweet Dreams” played with and against the singer’s rock iconography, “Beautiful People” remakes him as a Faustian figure who, we find out, experiments on human and animal subjects in order to gain control of the masses. The video’s theme emerges quickly, and its plot can ultimately be pieced together. “Beautiful People” tells its story at an unpredictable rate, however, complicating the narrative with imagery whose origin and function are difficult to determine. The opening shots of the video demonstrate the modus operandi of music video’s particular narrativity—the suggestion of a narrative along with a clear indication that this narrative will proceed elliptically and be rendered only in fragments.

The video opens with fifteen rapid static shots, many of which show parts of a human figure, prostheses, or medical appliances (fig. 2.11). Beakers and electronic devices suggest a laboratory. A worm, in close-up, dangles off the edge of a shelf. The video’s theme of Faustian mad science is clear enough, but the elements are rendered with such detail that they begin to suggest a narrative. But which elements will be elaborated narratively, and which simply provide color? The video does not let on. Videos generally seem unable to mark images as important or unimportant in the ways that film can.11 The laboratory shots, which one might expect to return, are not really taken up. The worm never reappears, but it is echoed by images of bootlaces and metal cables twisted around a microphone stand.12 The remainder of the video never seems to take stock of this opening, but rather moves forward to present three types of material: shots of the singer; images of dancers on stilts; and shots of the other band members, a crowd, or people with prostheses, all of whom are shown to serve as experimental subjects. These strands proceed unpredictably—we do not know which will appear when, or whether a given appearance will provide any new information. The viewer will realize at the video’s close that the “Beautiful People” concerns process: Manson grows creatures out of stolen body parts. Yet, the clues are scattered across different domains and embedded in a variety of locations.13

Claims that videos lack coherence center on wildly disparate juxtapositions and abrupt changes of style or production values. As “Beautiful People” suggests, however, the connection between shots is sometimes clear, sometimes obscure, and many of the most interesting juxtapositions lie in between: we can have a vague understanding of a connection but be unable to specify its nature. Metallica’s “Unforgiven” provides another example of a video that borders on incoherence precisely because, at some moments, the shooting and editing work as they do in film. It takes place in an abstract space with richly textured surfaces of sooty black and gray. A little boy and an old man perform repetitive tasks that seem impossible to complete. The band is set off from these characters, although the tonality of their surroundings remains consistent with the rest of the video’s settings. Separation shots of a traditional sort imply a relationship between figures, but the video provides no way to determine which is the best of several possibilities—are they grandfather and grandson, allegorical figures of youth and old age, or do they represent one subject as child and adult? The matter is complicated further by separation shots of the singer and the old man (fig. 2.12).In a film, these shots would presuppose a relationship between the two figures. We would not expect such a connection between musician and nonmusician in a video that isolates these figures spatially, but the style of the shooting and editing almost demands that we imagine one. What is remarkable about these two shots and the edit between them is that each exists within a separate discourse. The shot of the lead guitarist belongs to the language of documentary, the shot of the old man to allegorical painting, while the edit between them derives from the realm of narrative filmmaking. When one recognizes these three elements, one becomes aware of an unbreachable rift among different modes of expression.
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FIGURE 2.11 (A–J) Marilyn Manson’s “Beautiful People.” Music video’s elliptical narration: narrative clues are scattered across different domains and embedded in a variety of locations.
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FIGURE 2.12 (A–B) Metallica’s “Unforgiven.” The editing features three modes of address: documentary, allegorical painting, and narrative filmmaking.

That “Unforgiven” compels a viewer to pose these questions explicitly already marks it as different from Hollywood Film. Very few videos allow these conventions to perform their traditional functions unnoticed, and seldom present two adjacent shots that resemble paired shots in Hollywood cinema: we are unlikely to see two characters gaze at each other so that the sightlines match, each character takes up the same amount of space in the frame, and we can identify both and understand what their gestures mean. When this happens, the viewer may feel a shock of recognition. She may think, “This feels like a film!” The same is true for paired shots that carry clear narrative implications in film. Imagine a suspenseful sequence in which one shot shows a protagonist approaching a door and the following shot shows the door from the protagonist’s perspective. If we were to see this sequence in a music video, we would know to feel suspense, but we would be so relieved to see something familiar, that we might well experience a sense of increasing rather than decreasing certainty. These moments often work as a pastiche of cinema.

In both “Beautiful People” and Unforgiven,” the editing verges on inscrutability. A typical video contains a broad range of connection, with the clear and egregiously unclear connections appearing unpredictably. The particular quality of videos may derive from those juxtapositions in which there is obviously a connection, but from which something is left out. Such juxtapositions represent the middle of the continuum. We see successive shots of people, whom we can identify by type, in a single space, but the people do not acknowledge one another and we cannot determine their relation. Or we might see people in different places and be unable to tell whether they are meant to relate at all. We must often extrapolate from what the shots provide if we are to give meaning to a juxtaposition. The early Russian filmmakers understood that this kind of extrapolation was crucial to cinema and argued forcefully that the editing could actually create a meaning in situations where the shots could not themselves provide one. Kuleshov performed an experiment in which he paired shots of an actor and coffin, an actor and bowl, and an actor and children. The results showed that the meaning created by placing one shot next to another could be that of a proper emotion directed toward an object: these pairs seemed to signify, respectively, mourning the loss of a beloved, yearning for food, and enjoying children at play. In music video, adjacent shots often relate but loosely; when separated by dramatic edits, each image will seem enclosed within its own semantic realm. Even paired shots of figures often withhold something. Such pairs of shots can resemble the images in the Kuleshov experiment. In these cases, the affect of the song provides the context for the image. The music cannot define the meaning of objects, but it can surely suggest the animating desire that characters bear towards objects or others. We read emotions into the image before us, and, with the help of the song, make connections between this image and others in the video (fig. 2.13).
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FIGURE 2.13 (A–B) Brian McKnight’s “Miss You.” Music helps to fill the gap between ambiguous images.

Eisenstein gave the word montage a special sense, to signify the way in which two shots edited together could create a new meaning that could not inhere in either shot alone. Eisensteinian montage, like the Kuleshov experiment, is predicated on an absence or incompleteness of meaning, but it establishes connections based on conceptual relationships. In a famous sequence from Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925), a ship’s cannon fires, accompanied by shots of a stone lion reclining, crouching, and standing upright, signifying the uprising of the proletariat against the tsar. Andre Bazin notes that montage disappeared from cinema when sound arrived, to be replaced by the seamless editing we now take for granted.14 One can see how the silent image track of music video might lend itself to montage. Montage occurs with some frequency in videos, but the collision rarely creates more than a mildly humorous or clever effect. (If montaged images possessed the force that Eisenstein expected of them, they might detract from the song.) In Don Henley’s “The End of the Innocence,” two girls, about sixteen and seven, sit alone in a movie theater. We can see the projectionist’s light behind them, and on the screen we see a shot of a train with people sitting as passengers. The cropping of the shot makes the image look like a strip of film. In Nine Inch Nails’ “Closer,” the eel stands in for a phallus (fig. 2.14).

The precarious relation of shot to shot, and the varied bases for this relation, affects a video’s larger structures of meaning. The polysemic image track creates expectations it frequently leaves unfulfilled; we do not always know where—or how—a video is going. Films teach us to assume that we gain information as the narrative progresses, that we move steadily closer to revelation. Music videos work within this assumption but play against it by progressing haltingly and unpredictably, and by contradicting what has already been shown. Videos also draw us away from the narrative by foregrounding other structures (especially formal and musical ones) and fulfilling other responsibilities (as to the star).We will therefore be unable to guess, as the video unfolds, whether a given shot will bear heavily, somewhat, or not at all on a video’s narrative. If narrative fulfillment does come, it will be at a time and in a form that cannot be predicted. This kind of expectation and interrogation of individual shots can suggest the way that videos build larger structures. The relationships between shots have more various bases in music video than in film: they can relate not only because they present the same character, object, or location, but also because they share projection values, a lighting and color scheme, a sense of scale or the use of a camera position. A single shot gives only an incomplete representation of that feature which makes it stand out, whether a character or a color scheme. Successive appearances of this feature—even if not contiguous—therefore form a structure of partial revelation in which some questions are answered while new ones are asked. Indeed, the relation between noncontiguous shots linked by a single feature is unexpectedly potent in music video, sometimes closer than the connection between adjacent shots. Larger structures made of half a dozen or so shots, irregularly spaced and connected by the way they treat some visual parameter, play an important role in creating continuity.
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FIGURE 2.14 (A–D) Don Henley’s “The End of the Innocence” and Nine Inch Nails “Closer.” Eisensteinian montage: shots evocative of a film strip and a phallus.

A music video can interlace several of these structures, which, like adjacent shots, may be unified by disposition of the figure, shape, color, setting, theme, and so on. It is important that they are not flat and featureless. They manifest changes of intensity as they unfold. A value may increase and decrease, in the case of color, light, size, speed, height, or depth; if we are considering plot, location, or character development, it is the amount and nature of revelation that will vary. Some of these structures contain a shot that can function as a high or low point. The high points sometimes form tears in the musical-visual texture (by jutting out above an established level of intensity).This effect is momentary, and afterward a viewer may quickly invest attention in some aspect of the song’s texture in an attempt to prolong the moment of intensity. This prolongation takes place in the instant after the high point has been reached but before the cut to the next shot. The song can provide something to latch onto—a melodic high point, a sectional division, or the entrance of a new timbre. This musical feature takes on new meaning, in this heightened moment, which it carries into its subsequent occurrences. One may consider the feature’s history, and in retrospect, invest it with a special meaning. The structures formed according to principles of graphic match are particularly interesting. One might be tempted to call these irregularly spaced graphic matches “visual rhymes,” inasmuch as a match interrupted by a group of shots that do not share the feature held in common by the two matched shots carries a chime of recognition and creates a momentary sense of completion. Nirvana’s “Come as You Are” connects shots according to graphic similarities. Each of these shots contains an oblong shape with appendages, and in tandem with the music, suggests a stunting of potential (fig. 2.15).
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FIGURE 2.15 (A–E) Nirvana’s “Come as You Are.” Shots connected according to graphic similarities create a momentary sense of completion or recognition.

EDITING AND THE EXPERIENCE OF IMAGE AND SOUND

I suggested earlier that music-video editing exceeds the functions of film editing largely through its responsiveness to musical features—rhythmic, timbral, melodic, and formal. I want now to expand on this suggestion. When early discussions of music video mentioned music/image connections, they tended to notice simple rhythmic correspondences: “cutting on the beat.” In order to show that the connections between the editing and the music of music videos can be more subtle and more various than this, it will be helpful to take a step back and consider those elements of music-video image—crucial, in my view—that reflect the experiential properties of sound. This deep connection between image and song in music video allows for the responsiveness of editing and other visual parameters to musical features.

Theorists such as Edward Branigan, Michel Chion, and Walter Ong have reminded us that sound and image possess different properties.15 Sounds ebb, flow, and surround us. The cinematographic features and mise-en-scène of music video—extreme high, low, and canted angles, long-tracking shots, unusual camera pans and tilts, and the lively features within the frame, glittering surfaces, rippling light—can mimic sonic processes. The types of shots used in videos do not just reflect sonic processes, but they also suggest a listening subject as much as a viewing one. We actually see figures turning, as if to listen, toward people and objects in the space. The camera’s perspective often suffices to imply a listening subject. In order best to see something, we might want to be placed squarely before it. If we want to listen attentively to a sound, however, a frontal position is unnecessary. Many positions may be satisfactory—above, below, off to the side. In fact, turning an ear toward the object will take our eyes away from it. One of the most common camera positions in music video—below the subject and to one side—may privilege listening over viewing and grant greater authority to the soundtrack than to the image. The camera in music video also seems to mimic the ways that we direct our attention in a sonic space. We can throw our attention to focus on a sound that interests us. When we shift our focus among various sound sources in our environment, we experience a greater sense of mobility than viewing offers. The kinds of shots and editing that we see in music video—jumping from one location to another even before an image catches our eye—resembles what we do when we listen.

The camera normally takes time to explore the extent of video’s setting, so that a setting is only partly revealed in any single shot. How does this practice influence our hearing of a song? A pop song creates a sense of a space through arrangement, production, mixing, and mastering. The acoustical properties of this constructed musical space seldom seem to match that of the video’s setting. This lack of fit creates some confusion and some interest. How could the song’s soundworld inhabit the space of the video? The camera, as it explores the space, suggests possible ways that parts of the arrangement might be distributed within this environment. Many music videos exploit our curiosity about how a song might sound in the actual space of the music video: walls, floors, and ceilings are placed at odd angles and covered with materials that imply specific acoustical properties; objects that resemble speakers and baffles may be distributed throughout the space. Despite the fact that the camera never quite reaches the sides or the back of the setting, these videos encourage us to imagine the sound waves rolling into the walls and bouncing off them, much like dye moving through water (fig. 2.16).

If the very walls and furniture can seem to respond to the music, what of the figures we see interacting with it through dance and other, more subtle kinds of movement? Sounds can seem to come through, or from them. But how? All gestures in music video—the flick of a wrist, the flickering of light, or the fluttering of fabric—become like dance. We use sound to register the interiority of objects, whether hollow or dense. The way that the camera in music video hovers over the figures, slowly taking in their bodies, may look pornographic, but it might also be a way to register the sounds emanating from these bodily sources. If we think of a singer’s voice as reflecting the rhythms of her body, and the instruments as extending the voice, then the camera can be thought of as creating a fantasy of what lies inside the body—the spring of the muscles, the heartbeat, the flow of blood.

To sell the band and the song, a video most often places the singer front and center. Some of the time, however, figures begin to turn away from us and show us only crowns of heads, crooks of necks, and elbows. These parts of the body seem to carry as much authority as does the face, and any part that is turned toward us can seem to lead us into the music. Indeed, the figures do not look at each other so much as they turn receptively toward one another as if to listen. The singer remains perpetually in motion, turning sometimes to address us, sometimes toward the figures in the background. The supporting figures may continue to turn toward and away from us, helping thereby to continue the image’s rotation. This continuity of motion works to maintain the flow of the image against that of the music.

The description that I have laid out thus far suggests that music video creates an experience more like listening than viewing. As such, it encourages some of the receptiveness and sense of connection that sound creates. Music videos draw us into a playful space where attractive objects are distributed across the visual field. In the absence of a strong narrative, videos have other means to maintain a viewer’s engagement. The figures, the camera, and the edits each find ways to participate, but they do not always work together harmoniously to achieve this goal: the three often fight among themselves for attention, with the song’s formal and rhythmic structures as the stable ground. It does not matter, in a sense, whether an elbow comes forward, an edit occurs, a camera tracks, or a figure walks—all are felt as articulations against the music. The bodies of the figures are often the first element to engage us. Music video reveals the body as an enormous but incomplete surface. We may feel tempted to extrapolate beyond the edge of the frame in order to fill in the missing arms and legs. At the same time, the intense focus on a fragment of the body invests it with a special expressive weight. We can imagine feelings and desires—a thinking subject—by watching the rate of release in the shoulders or the spring of the hips. As the video unfolds, we piece together what we have seen to make the body whole. We might remember a longer shot of the body, perhaps torso to feet, a close-up of the head and neck, and a high-angle shot that captures the figure from above. The image also creates associations with the song, matching sections or other musical features with particular visual materials. We see the body bob up and down during the third verse of the song, say, and we might recall the way it moved during the previous verse. As the video progresses, features of the song become associated with elements of the image: a rhythmic motive with the swivel of the performer’s hips, a lilting instrumental melody with a character in the background. By recalling what we have seen and heard, we imagine a phantasmagorical body (fig. 2.17). If a video gives us enough material to create a picture of one body, we can attribute moods to other characters in the space who have been rendered more partially, and who often have been chosen because their carriage and gestures are so different from those of the lead performers. As a video progresses, we participate kinesthetically in the video. We compensate imaginatively for what we do not immediately see in the frame.
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FIGURE 2.16 (A–D) Usher’s “Make Me Wanna.” Music video’s strange spaces are shaped to a song’s soundworld.
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FIGURE 2.17 (A–J) Mariah Carey’s “Honey.” Phantasmagorical bodies: music helps to depict the heft and feel of parts of bodies that remain offscreen.

The camera functions similarly to create the sense of a consciousness. It is silent and invisible, yet it moves so concertedly—searching, jogging back and forth—that we imagine these movements adding up to something like a narrative voice. As the song unfolds, we can try to guess what the camera is hearing and what it will follow next. The edits balance the camera’s movement, keeping things on track. Almost like a downbeat, the edit creates a new beginning. The edits form patterns that the viewer can project into the future. Such patterns are formed by the camera and the body as well. The body, the camera, and the editing thus build a kind of momentum that can carry the viewer through a video.

Along with those features that attract and hold our attention, music videos have several ways to keep us at bay. The moving camera and the patterns formed by edits are among the techniques that engage us. We are also engaged by the ever-changing surface of music video, in which a lyric might come to the fore at one point, then a close-up, followed by a striking edit, and then some hook in the music. The song’s unfolding and the performers’ movements may draw us in. Though music videos rarely contain fully wrought stories, they can interest us in a narrative by inciting curiosity about who the characters are and what they might do. Videos distance us in a variety of ways. The borders of the television screen block our entry into the visual space. The figures move obliquely against the music and do not speak; their gestures are abruptly cut off, so one never knows what the next shot will be or how the rest of the video will evolve. We may get the sense that the figures are not quite human but not fully emblematic. What animates them seems strange. It is almost like looking at an aquarium. The mechanisms that draw us forward and keep us at a distance exist in constant tension in music video. One may have an urge to follow the unfolding of the image and the music, to enter the space of the music video. One can also feel as though one is locked forever outside, looking in. The body seems restrained somehow, glued to the chair.

SHOWCASING THE STAR

A focus on editing can help us to understand the relation between music video’s star-making dimension and its modes of continuity and signification. Close-ups of the star, and the ways they are edited into the flow of a video, provide useful cases to study. The music-video close-up possesses its own rhetoric. It has developed a unique look, revealing each wrinkle of the brow and blink of the eyelid as if to capture every emotion crossing the face. Music videos break down visual, lyrical, and musical elements to their smallest constituent parts: a prop, a color, a gesture, a few words, an intriguing riff. In this light, the close-up can be understood to serve specific structural functions. Close-ups can leave a viewer with just a face and a moment of the song; unlike actors in narrative film, who bear a past and future that press in on them as we view them in close-up, the music-video performer stands in a kind of temporal isolation. As the face fills the frame, it is subjected to so much visual analysis that it seems to move very slowly, almost to suggest the song’s slowest rhythmic stratum. This rhythmic effect can serve a grounding function. The close-up of the singer’s face is often shot and edited in such a way as to leave us with a single gesture. In its abbreviated simplicity, this gesture suggests a way of grasping hold of some musical element, which might be the main hook or a small detail.

Music videos often present a flow of images that are too rich and materials that seem to dissolve too quickly. The close-up gives us something to commit to memory. The music seems to set certain faces in amber, preserved and just out of reach. The face becomes a mask, drawn into contortions we associate with the most hyperbolic silent screen acting—more an archetype than an expression of the performer himself. This intense isolation keeps the viewer in the present, blocking access to the past or the future as the music rushes by. The compositional features of the close-up, particularly the relation of the figure to the edges of the screen, contribute to this sense of the figure’s being held in isolation. Rudolf Arnheim has taught us to recognize the force of the frame on the composition of a painting. He defines the balancing center as the point “around which the composition organizes itself. It is created by the configuration of vectors issuing from an enclosure such as the frame of a picture.”16 One can liken this force or pressure from the frame upon the picture proper to that of the song upon the close-up of the star. Here the song drives toward the downbeat, the beginnings of phrases and sections, or the tonic chord. When a performer is shown in close-up moving a bit with the music, the music seems to buffet the figure, like rip tides pushing and pulling in different directions. One wonders whether the figure will hold position or be sucked into the center.

This effect of a push and pull within an unyielding frame makes the close-up precarious. The moments of stability that close-ups provide become high points of the video. The video brings us towards these peaks, holds us against them, and then releases us. Only a few moments of the video will provide this much pleasure, and as I, the viewer, reach for them they will be gone. As I watch a video and follow the song, I casually study the performer’s body, just as I do when I look at models in magazines. I admire the lines of the jaw, the look in the eye, the light. Suddenly the performer’s head turns toward me, the eyes gaze into mine, the singing voice demands my attention, and I am struck. Music can transgress both physical space and the borders of the body, changing our sense of time and of these boundaries themselves. At this moment, the performer crosses the limits of the screen and addresses me as a person, and I can no longer view this face and body as an object. Just as quickly, the head turns, the rhythm changes, the soul has gone, and again I am simply watching a blank human form.17

In the absence of a strong narrative, music video creates tension by varying basic visual materials, such as shots and edits. Much of music-video editing consists in finding new relationships within space and among persons. When a video presents an alternation between shots that display a body and shots that emphasize the space around it, the body becomes the video’s ground. One of the most sustained discussions in film theory concerns how a viewer is sutured into the diegesis of film through editing. A series of sightlines and shot/ reverse shots, most commonly, place the viewer in the position of the protagonist or the privileged onlooker. Music video, it seems to me, is much freer in terms of viewer identification and perspective. In the Backstreet Boys’ “Show Me the Meaning of Being Lonely,” the viewer’s empathy switches from figure to figure simply because someone is within the frame and/or lip-syncing. Identification occurs quickly—within one or two shots. In the most extreme examples in music video, the viewer’s empathy and identification moves between multiple elements in the frame. A series of shots can all contain movement on the beat—a bob of a head, a slap of a wrist, a raising of a glass, a throwing of a ball—and the viewer’s attention will seem to skip across the surface like a skimmed stone, following the movements and feelings of everything that moves within the frame.18

EDITING AND THE MUSIC OF MUSIC VIDEO

Through its varied roles, editing loosens the representational functions filmed images traditionally perform, opening them up to a sense of polyvalent play. The editing thereby places the video’s images and the song’s formal features in close relation.19 I doubt the numerous ways that music and image can be put into one-to-one relations would surprise musicians or pop music scholars. Obviously, editing can reflect the basic beat pattern of the song, but it can also be responsive to all of the song’s other parameters. For example, long dissolves can compliment arrangements that include smooth timbres and long-held tones. A video can use different visual material to offset an important hook or a different cutting rhythm at the beginnings and ends of phrases. And, of course, these effects can switch from one-to-one relationships to something that is more contrapuntal.20

Tempo is one feature readily taken up by music-video editing. Music videos tend to underscore the most arresting features of a song, and if the song is striking for its sprightly rhythmic feel or its languorous, plodding tempo, the image will often unfold especially quickly or slowly—the image will seem actually to exceed the song’s extreme speed. Green Day’s “Jaded/Brain Stew” is really two short, connected songs. During the slower first part, the video shows a tractor dragging a couch across a landfill in slow motion, along with shots of a dead horse and a sullen old man. The performers’ lack of engagement enhances the sense of lassitude. When the music changes to a faster tempo for the second part of the song, the camera starts whipping around and the pace of the editing increases. The concentration of energy also derives from squeezing the performers into a small room and from using lurid, overheated colors (fig. 2.18).

The editing can draw our attention to the general contours of the song’s phrase structure. Long takes underscore broad melodic phrases, while quick cutting is used to keep us focused on the beat of songs that emphasize smaller rhythmic elements. Maxwell’s high, pure falsetto floats over the arrangement in his “Ascension.” His singing suggests that he can extend the melodic line for measures on end. The video unfolds in a performance setting typical for music video—a stark space with an enormous winged backdrop. The phrasing is reflected in two principal ways. Editing occurs very infrequently, especially while Maxwell sings. The breadth of the melodic line is also matched by the long strides of models in close-fitting metallic suits who walk resolutely toward the camera (fig. 2.19).The vocal hook for Tag Team’s “Whoomp, There It Is,” on the other hand, is constructed of short, rhythmic vocal interjections. The camera correspondingly adopts a high-angle point of view over a crowd of dancers who vigorously bob up and down. The camera darts in and out over the dancers, while the editing serves to break up the camera movement.

When the editing diverges from the rhythm of the song, the departure can serve a number of functions. In most pop songs, the beat pattern is omnipresent and easy to follow. When the editing moves from coincidence with the beat pattern to divergence or vice versa, the effect can be keenly felt. Occasionally, editing off the beat can create a rhythmic counterpoint to the song’s beat pattern. Prince’s “Gett Off” presents a high level of rhythmic complexity. The video contains cutting before and behind the beat, which establishes another rhythmic voice and brings out the cross-rhythms created by the figures’ movements.

[image: image]

FIGURE 2.18 (A–H) Green Day’s “Jaded/Brain Stew.” A song can be striking for its sprightly rhythmic feel or its languorous, plodding tempo. Correspondingly, music video image will often unfold especially quickly or slowly.

Editing can, of course, carry on two roles simultaneously, like reflecting musical features and shaping the meaning of the video. In Madonna’s “Oh, Father,” the verse is sedate, and the editing occurs regularly, separated by long intervals. On the other hand, the chorus, which narrates the story of a child being tormented by her father, is much more tumultuous. The rapid editing occurs sporadically and off the beat, while Madonna’s voice cracks, and the drums are “out of the pocket” (not squarely in time).Because the image alone in music video cannot narrate a story (figures cannot speak, the form is short, and time and place are rendered incompletely), the other parameters must do the work of telling the tale. In this instance, the editing bears much of the brunt of describing Madonna’s distress, and it also functions musically, underscoring both the jagged quality of her voice and the rhythm arrangement.

In the last example, the editing reflects musical structure and at the same time conveys meaning. But editing can perform even more sophisticated functions. By emphasizing certain sounds and images, a filmmaker can provide a path through the image. In one scene from Jacques Tati’s Monsieur Hulot’s Holiday, vacationers relax at a resort hotel. In the foreground of the shot, some guests quietly play cards, while in the background, M. Hulot plays ping-pong. Early in the scene, the guests in the foreground are murmuring softly and Hulot’s ping-pong game is louder. The sound encourages us to watch Hulot. As the guests become louder and we hear less of Hulot’s ping-pong ball, our attention shifts to the front of the set.

Let me now give a similar example from music video. In a video, our attention to the song shapes the way we perceive the image, but, to an equal extent, what we attend to in the image helps to determine how we hear the music. When a star jams his face in front of the camera, or when a hand or foot threatens to break through the viewing plane, we suddenly hear the music in a different way. We become aware that we should pay attention right now. If the same moment in the song were accompanied by a less assertive image—say, a long shot, we would more likely attend to the overall arrangement of the song than focus on any particular element. This experiment can work in reverse, with the music influencing our attention to the image. Imagine a scenario with two types of music. The first contains a city scene, shot in slow motion, with people walking down a busy street; a medium shot in slow motion is cropped so that we see the people from their knees to just above their eyebrows. Let us say that the song contains a pounding jungle beat and short synthesizer flurries. We might notice the intensity of the pedestrians’ faces or the muscular armature of one or two people. On the other hand, if we hear a flowing synthesizer pad with a minimal rhythm arrangement, perhaps some innocuous “CD jazz,” we might attend instead to the spring and sweep of the bodies in motion, and to the flow of the crowd as a whole. Music videos frequently crop images such as the example above, breaking bodies at the joint or rendering them partially, so that more of the context must be supplied by the music than by the image.

[image: image]

FIGURE 2.19 (A–H) Maxwell’s “Ascension” and Tag Team’s “Whoomp, There It Is.” The editing can draw our attention to the breadth of a melodic line or the brevity of a vocal hook.

In music video, the musical or visual element with the sharpest profile tends to claim the viewer’s attention. As a video unfolds, our attention shifts continually among music, image, and lyrics, as each provides novelty at some point and then recedes into the background. A deployment of mixed shot sizes, some with very clear content, and some cropped so that they are vague or unspecific, can thus establish a path through the formal and timbral space of the song. The editing can even complicate the matter further by controlling the deployment of shots so that as we move toward a moment of culmination in the song, the editing can tease us with the possibility of spoiling the peak moment’s arrival, or feign disinterest by drawing attention to other features of the song. By anticipating what the song will do next, the image can create a sense of expectation. A change of shot sizes can also allow us to circulate within a musical parameter such as rhythm or the arrangement. A viewer might first notice the music’s smallest rhythmic value and then jump down one level to the basic quarter note pulse. If one sees a long shot of performers in the background against an ornate curtain or a waterfall, one might attend to the microrhythms of the music. Imagine that the video cuts next to a medium shot in which the singer’s face and chest are foregrounded and her head moves side to side, while she crosses and uncrosses her arms as if clocking to the music. The two shots together might encourage such a leap. The image can then serve as a guide to teach us about salient features of the song.

[image: image]

I hope that I have provided a glimpse into the world of music-video editing. As the video unfolds, the editing can shift rapidly in function, foregrounding musical structure, showcasing the star, reflecting experiential features of the sound, conveying meaning, and even constructing aesthetically pleasing visual strands in its own right. It is helpful, as one watches video, to be attentive to the way that the editing sometimes plays an equal role with other elements, like color, narrative, and the treatment of the star, that sometimes vie for attention and sometimes recede into the background, and also to how editing will play a uniquely superordinate role, functioning as a switcher. Editing controls as it has traditionally served to control the order and duration of shots, and therefore helps to determine when and for how long another parameter will come to the fore.

The investigation of music-video editing should be understood as one example of a kind of study that might be performed on any element. Such a study would acknowledge the field on which all elements interact without forgetting that each has its own cultural history within and beyond music video, its own set of functions (traditional and nontraditional), and its own technical means. A group of these studies would allow us to appreciate music video as a discursive form without imposing a false unity or unjustly privileging one element over the others. When we follow the changing surface of a video, we can try to remember that a momentary effect that claims our attention is part of a structure that traverses the whole of the video, and that this effect is created within the context of that structure: it may mark the high point of some value or constitute a departure from a traditional role. If a video seems discontinuous, it is not because the image track consists of autonomous shots that do not relate to one another, but because the video interlaces a number of such structures in an unpredictable way. The sheer density of this interlace provides one of music video’s greatest pleasures.
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