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Why do we have to be sexy? Can’t we just be powerful?i


—Yesenia Ayala










Author’s Note


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


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


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










Prologue


London, November 28, 2000


The people gathered inside the Brixton Academy seemed more than a little bored by the guest DJ, who had the difficult job of keeping the expectant crowd occupied, even if he hadn’t succeeded in making it happy. He had barely finished his set when a familiar strain — just a few electronically generated sounds — produced a roar and then a sea of waving arms, cheers, and tears from nearly three thousand people standing shoulder to shoulder, some riding atop shoulders, at the start of what one critic called a “transcendent pop moment.”1 The song had only been available for a few weeks, but seemingly everyone in the audience knew it well enough to recognize the opening as Madonna’s wonderfully quirky, wildly exuberant electropop track “Music” as well as the purely rhetorical question it asked: “Do you like to . . . boogie-woogie?”


For a few moments, a dreamy montage of photos and a voice-over narration calmed the mood inside the hall until a huge Union Jack was lifted high above the stage to reveal Madonna in a cropped leather jacket, rhinestone belt, and leather chaps, singing and dancing on a battered pickup truck amid a wolf pack of ripple-chested fellas — her raucous remake of that good‑ol’-boy fantasy involving a flatbed full of hot chicks.


Her joy was infectious, the way it had been fifteen years earlier during her first US tour, when her record label tested the viability of this slightly strange dance-pop‑R&B hybrid called Madonna. During that first outing, she seemed barely able to believe she was onstage and that the thousands of mostly young girls screaming her name were truly there to see her. Now, so many lifetimes later, she was back, showing that same delight as a crowd of slightly older, much gayer fans showered her with love. She returned it, throwing herself into the audience, where four dancers stood ready to catch her.


Madonna often said it was the process of creation she most valued: writing the song, conceiving and designing the tour, collaborating on the photo shoot or video, and, later, directing films.2 But sometimes performances could be acts of creation, too, during which the audience became part of the work. That November night at the Brixton Academy was one of those occasions. The intensity of Madonna’s twenty-nine-minute performance was matched by the commitment of the crowd.


Madonna hadn’t performed in Britain in seven years. The limited space inside the Brixton Academy assured that she would have a relatively intimate gathering for her return. In the VIP section were Mick Jagger, George Michael, Ewan McGregor, director Alan Parker, designers Stella McCartney and Alexander McQueen, and Madonna’s soon‑to‑be husband, director Guy Ritchie, among others. Filling the main audience were thousands of exuberant lesser mortals who had been invited or won tickets or paid exorbitant amounts at auction for seats in the hall. Outside, where Madonna’s name was splashed across the building’s facade, battalions of police manned barricades to keep at bay those dreamers who still believed they might be given entry. One report said Brixton, which for a half century had been the beating heart of London’s Jamaican community, hadn’t seen such a massive security operation since Nelson Mandela visited the neighborhood four years earlier.3


Knowing the venue would be too small to satisfy fans, Madonna had approached Microsoft’s British network, MSN.co.uk, to see if it was interested in a novel idea: hosting a webcast of her concert. It was, and it soon launched what would be its first free live online performance. Madonna’s Brixton show was streamed on huge outdoor screens in six cities, including New York and Paris, and on nine million home computers so that people in thirty-three countries could join the party, too.4


The webcast was not without glitches, in part because in those early days of broadband, many home systems weren’t equipped to handle it, but a precedent had been set. Musical performance had a massive new global platform. MSN called it “the most ambitious web event in history.” In 2018, Guinness World Records named it the largest internet pop concert of all time.5


By the time Madonna finished “Impressive Instant,” her first song that night, she had truly defied pop gravity. Not just commercially: at that point she had sold more than 150 million albums worldwide and was the most successful female solo artist of all time.6 And not just artistically: she had already transformed the traditional pop-rock concert format into a full-scale theatrical experience, raised music video from a sales tool to an art form, and put a woman — herself — in control of her own music, from creation to development to distribution. Her greatest achievement had been social.


In the early ’80s, when Madonna became “Madonna,” the pop and rock landscape was dominated by white men at record companies and radio stations and onstage, all targeting one important demographic: white men and boys. The industry was designed to satisfy them. Rock celebrated heterosexual love, generally from a man’s point of view. Women in the business were expected to be sexy but not sexual, with the aim of titillating an audience raised on looking at women, not listening to them. Women could play at being rockers if they liked, but they had to wiggle a bit for the lads while doing so and maybe perform a private favor or two for the record-company honchos.


If gays and lesbians wanted to make music, there were two rules: they could not be out, and their lyrics had to be so obtuse as to render them indistinguishable from heterosexual material. As for Black artists, a few had broken through the racial divide to reach a white audience and thereby garner crucial industry financial support, but mostly, Black artists were represented by separate record labels, broadcast on separate radio stations, and paid at vastly different rates. A white audience seeing a Black artist onstage in the early ’80s was still a novelty — though Michael Jackson, Prince, and Tina Turner were testing those limits. To see Black and white artists onstage together was rarer still.


That repressive system was the world Madonna entered at the start of her career. Far from accepting it, she challenged it remorselessly and often recklessly. Her youth had prepared her for the fight. It had introduced her to racial harmony in music and racial animosity on the street; gay freedom on the dance floor and homophobia away from it; the power of a woman’s sexuality and the sexism that tried to curtail that power; and, overall, the cover that religions rooted in love provided the people who promulgated such hatred. It was those lessons that would inform her life and art.


Packaged in the trappings of pop stardom, which made her ideas simultaneously more palatable and more dangerous, she set out to force open every closet door and breach every racist and sexist barrier while offering herself as actor, agitator, lightning rod. She also made herself an irritant, sometimes even to her fans. She wanted to be loved, but not more than she wanted to be heard. She had something she needed to say.


Young girls heard her message first. That vast army of adolescents who were so easily ignored and from whom society expected so little heard her admonition — girlfriend to girlfriend — to free themselves, be themselves, dare to do something, the way she had done. Parents and the press were amused at first but soon became alarmed by what they saw. Girls had begun dressing like Madonna: leggings and lace, rags tied around unbrushed hair. The adult concern focused on surface changes, how the girls looked. Apparently of less interest to adults was what that mutinous army, dismissed as wannabes, thought.


Feminist author Courtney E. Martin, who counted herself a member of that cohort, said, “Madonna didn’t teach me to be a heathen or a bitch or a slut . . . She taught me to be brazen, unapologetic, and multi-dimensional . . . It wasn’t about the miniskirt; it was about the imagination.”7 Many girls like Martin who listened to Madonna became powerful next-generation activists — the riot grrrls and the girl power tribe, the postfeminists and third wave feminists.


Within a few years, men and women, straight and gay, of all races around the globe, had heard and understood Madonna and watched her take body blows — repeatedly — for saying and doing what they didn’t quite dare to. She was particularly outspoken during the beginning of the AIDS crisis, when the US government would not provide the funding needed to find a cure for the disease, which at the start was killing men, most of them gay, by the thousands. Madonna would lose some of the people she loved most to AIDS.


Hurt and furious, she used the megaphone of her celebrity and her personal wealth to try to remove the stigma and fear surrounding AIDS, which affected not just those with the disease, but all gay men. Terror became a partner to shame in those times. Being gay meant being not just an outsider but also a pariah. Author Matt Cain recalled his frightened twelve-year-old self in northwest England, grappling with his sexuality.


It’s difficult to overstate the emotional impact she had. When I was carrying around this “dirty secret” that I was gay and thought that everyone would hate me if it ever came out, I would go to my room, I would listen to Madonna, I would watch her videos, I would read her interviews, and I would feel like she was the only one who was on my side, sticking up for me. And then, things felt a little bit better because she was there for me.8


By the 1990s, even academics and intellectuals began to recognize that this so‑called pop singer, derided in much of the press as expert in little more than the art of self-promotion, was an enduring and unique cultural phenomenon and a multitalented artist. Universities offered courses on Madonna. Scholarly papers and books examined her work and its impact. Famous names began to court her personally and professionally.


In 1994, the lion of the macho school of new journalism, Norman Mailer, interviewed Madonna after she had endured a particularly rough patch following a disastrous appearance on The Late Show with David Letterman. Mailer reached two conclusions. The first, unpublished, described Madonna with admiration as “a pint-size Wop with a heart built out of the cast-iron balls of a hundred peasant ancestors.”9 His public declaration, in Esquire, came soon after. There, Mailer called her “our greatest living female artist.”10


By the time she stood onstage at the Brixton Academy, Madonna wasn’t a person as much as a concept. Just as the name Madonna once signified a gentle holy woman, it now denoted a celestial being from the entertainment sphere who spoke her truth, took shit for it, and kept standing. And yet there she was, looking every bit a normal person. More than normal. She was a mother.


After her first song, Madonna removed her jacket to continue her show in a T‑shirt that bore the name of her newborn son — Rocco — on the front and the name of her four-year-old daughter, Lola, on the back. That simple gesture made a huge statement. Mothers weren’t supposed to be rock or even pop stars, and if they were, they weren’t supposed to flaunt it. Madonna did.


In that moment, she became the ultimate glamorous, glorious working mom: tough, muscled, defiant, aggressive, dancing like a dervish, and sexy as hell as she launched into the breakneck track “Runaway Lover,” about a scoundrel of a man who had met his match in a woman. Her backup singers, Donna De Lory and Niki Haris, whose moves were usually so perfectly choreographed, danced during that song with abandon.11


Professionally, Madonna had much to celebrate. She had not had such a string of good fortune since the start of her career. During the previous five years, she had taken huge artistic risks with Evita, which required her to sing the film version of a beloved musical written by one of the masters  of that form, Andrew Lloyd Webber — who, she knew, hadn’t wanted her for the role. Madonna’s performance earned her a Golden Globe.


She followed that challenging but commercial project with two albums that moved her in an entirely new and experimental direction. Ray of Light, created with reclusive British composer William Orbit, finally earned her the Grammy recognition that had inexplicably eluded her for the first fifteen years of her career. Music, which Madonna produced with Paris-based Afghan-Italian electrofunk composer Mirwais Ahmadzaï, mixed it up sonically and culturally in a way that reflected the direction her future work would take. Madonna emerged from those projects a more important artist.


In her personal life, she was as happy as she could dare to be. While filming Evita, she became pregnant by her partner, Carlos Leon. The birth of their daughter, Lourdes, nearly erased the pain that had shadowed Madonna’s life after her own mother’s death and all the death she had witnessed in the previous fifteen years as she watched her friends pass one by one in agony from AIDS. Lourdes — Lola — signified hope, a future. Light.12


Madonna herself was in every way reborn and able to give that loaded idea of family a try. She would do so with Guy Ritchie, the father of her second child, Rocco. His birth, in August of 2000, and Guy and Madonna’s plans to marry, put Madonna in a settled and centered place she hadn’t inhabited in thirty-seven years. She could be secure personally and bold creatively. Even the normally brutal tabloids gave her a (temporary) reprieve.


Sitting next to Mirwais on the stage in London, dressed in a cowboy hat and boots and singing “Don’t Tell Me,” Madonna seemed relaxed and happy. Her world was the one she wanted. It was a world of pushing boundaries, surrounded by people on all sides who could help her do that. Even the stage set had been a collaboration that helped tell her story.


That night, it was a quintessentially American tale of the Wild West, a look in the rearview mirror at an imaginary past as her life shifted from the United States to England. And to make sure it was told with humor and style, she had enlisted Italian designers Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana to design a spaghetti western–themed set for the evening: golden bales of hay, golden cowboy hats, loads of rhinestones, and gold fairy dust.


Everyone got the joke. As Madonna danced in front of a filmed prairie with Donna, Niki, and four men in cowboy attire, the images were right out of pre-AIDS New York or San Francisco, when that look and those chaps were staples at gay clubs. “You like that?” Madonna asked the whooping and screaming Brixton crowd about the dancing before slowing her song to a halting repetition of its chorus: “Please don’t, please don’t tell me to stop.” But stop she did. Madonna was out of breath. It had only been around three months since Rocco’s birth. The Brixton set list gave Madonna a break with a slower song, “What It Feels Like for a Girl.”


The word girl in the title didn’t just refer to a female child. A girl in Madonna’s song was anyone who felt powerless or voiceless, whether out of fear or because of tradition. Dropping to her knees, Madonna bowed her head to collect herself before beginning what one fan called “a fucking amazing song.”13 It was a feminist ode as bold and honest as “Express Yourself”— if more melancholy, because the ten-odd years between that earlier song and this one had not seen the big hand move very far toward dawn on the social enlightenment clock.


There was a sweet strength mixed with fatigue as Madonna sang. The crowd sang, too, with tears streaming down the faces of gay men who recognized their story in her lament. What no one in that audience could have known was how much worse the world would become in the very near future, and Madonna certainly couldn’t have predicted that her picture-perfect life of November of 2000 would again deconstruct. That her attempts at happiness would once again be thwarted. That her work would once again be viciously criticized. That her personal decisions, which often provoked cruel reactions, would provoke the cruelest yet. And that she would have to start all over again — again.


“What It Feels Like for a Girl” and what it portended for the future were too somber a note to end on. So Madonna jumped back into the pickup truck and up onto its roof for a song she had been singing since 1983, which never grew tired: “Holiday.” The Guardian’s Maddy Costa said that at that moment, “every person in the room [was] transformed into an over-excited teenager.”14


To close the show, Madonna returned to the sounds the concert began with —“Music” and its distorted voice asking, “Do you like to . . . boogie-woogie?” The answer was not in doubt. Behind Madonna and her dancers, images of her various incarnations throughout her career sped by. It was daring to remind people of who she had been, because she risked being compared negatively to her younger self. But she must have known there was no real risk.


The forty-two-year-old woman onstage — surprisingly unadorned and slightly disheveled — looked every bit as beautiful, confident, and magnetic as those much younger selves. And that made the audience feel that they were okay, too. They weren’t their twentysomething selves anymore, either. They were better.
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Chapter 1


Pontiac, 1958–1963


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


 — Madonna


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


I remember she was really sick and sitting on the couch. I went up to her and I remember climbing on her back and saying, “Play with me, play with me,” and she wouldn’t. She couldn’t, and she started crying and I got really angry with her, and I remember, like, pounding her back with my fist and saying, “Why are you doing this?” Then I realized she was crying . . . I remember feeling stronger than she was. I was so little, and I put my arms around her, and I could feel her body underneath me sobbing and I felt like she was the child. I stopped tormenting her after that.


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


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


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


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


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


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


I know a place where no one ever goes


There’s peace and quiet, beauty and repose


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


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


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










Chapter 2


Pontiac, 1964–1966


Just the other day I found a photograph of me dressed in my mother’s wedding gown when I was five years old. It was very strange.1


 — Madonna


For months after his wife’s death, Tony moved the children around among family members and neighbors. “My dad had to deal with so many things,” Madonna said. “I went down the street and lived with this family for a while. This poor woman had to put up with my rages and tantrums . . . The woman had a daughter in a wheelchair with cerebral palsy who I thought was luckier than me because she had a mom.”2


Eventually, Tony hired a housekeeper to maintain order on Thors Street so that he could keep the family together.3 But he hadn’t reckoned on the fact that the children, who were unruly when their mother was alive, had become even more so after her death. “We’d go through one housekeeper after the other,” Madonna said. “[We] hated them all.”4


Madonna stepped into the breach of that revolving door of wardens to become the pint-size woman of the house, or what she would call “the main female.”5 It was a partnership; she and her father ruled the Ciccone kingdom. Her older brother Martin said, “Madonna kind of assumed a maternal role” for the younger children as they grew older, “feeding them, making sure they were dressed, getting them ready for school.”6 She took her job seriously to please Tony because she was terrified that she would lose him, too.7


One of the attributes Tony instilled in his children — besides “honesty, ethics, self-discipline, reliability, and honor”— was stoicism.8 Madonna tried to project that, but her body gave her away. “At that time, I had an obsession with being ill, and I was constantly manifesting symptoms.” Sometimes she felt as though she had “ants crawling across [her] heart,” which she assumed meant she had cancer.9 She also developed a phobia about leaving home and vomited if she had to spend the night elsewhere.10 Even at home, she couldn’t sleep, and when she did, she had nightmares, her feelings of loss exacerbated by guilt. “Children always think they did something wrong when their parents disappear,” she explained.11


Gradually, however, as months turned into years, Madonna became stronger, bolstered by the discipline of the Catholic school she and her siblings marched off to every morning and the special attention she got from teachers who knew that she needed extra care.12 And, at home, there was an almost military structure to their lives when their father was there: “He didn’t like us to have any idle time,” Madonna said. “If we didn’t have schoolwork to do, he found work for us to do around the house. He thought we should always be productive.”13 Even in the minutes before the children fell asleep, he would sit in the hallway between the bedrooms telling the children stories to nourish their imaginations.14 Madonna was Tony’s best student. She absorbed all his lessons.


Among them was Tony’s very deliberate effort to introduce his children to cultures outside their own so they would not be “prejudiced” or “unnerved by different people,” Christopher said. Their house had a Black family on one side and a Hispanic family on the other. “We were also part of a . . . Catholic-Jewish organization,” he said. “I celebrated Passover all my life, without realizing it was Passover. I thought it was Easter.”15


Another anomaly in Tony’s parenting was that he did not raise Madonna to be a girl. It most likely was not a conscious decision but the result of two factors: there was no female role model from whom Madonna might learn traditional femininity (what she called “manners and gentleness and . . . patience”)16 and his own intellectual drive. “My father never brought me up to get married and have kids,” she said. “He actually brought me up to be very goal-oriented, to be a lawyer or doctor and study, study, study.”17


The negative effect of not being schooled in the art of womanhood, however, was that Madonna could be accused of being too bold, too brusque, even vulgar. She behaved as she saw her older brothers behave. “I said what I wanted. I burped when I had to burp. When I liked a boy on the playground, I chased him. There was no one over me saying, ‘Now, girls don’t do that.’ ”18 And so Madonna did, and in the process, she became “fearless.”19


Madonna also learned that she possessed a power her brothers did not have. As early as age five, she recognized that if she acted feminine, she could get her way, a discovery she admittedly “milked . . . for everything I could.”20 For Madonna, it was more than a matter of getting things. Her charm earned Madonna attention, which was infinitely more valuable to a child struggling to be noticed in a household of similarly yearning children.21


That naive sexual awakening occurred around the time that she started to dance and sing. Her first mentors were on TV: Shirley Temple, whom she tried to copy, and the performers on The Lawrence Welk Show, a kitschy big-band variety show that simulated showbiz glamour with its floating bubbles, chandeliers, and ballroom dancing.22 But her most important early lessons in music occurred in the neighborhood.


Pontiac, like its larger neighbor to the south, Detroit, was a town of cars and music, and neither was a matter of class or color. The immigrants who filled the auto-industry factories brought with them rich musical traditions, from the blues of the Mississippi Delta to the polkas of eastern Europe and everything in between. Some of it remained traditional, but some of the genres mixed, and new sounds were born. Children were introduced to music in church, even before they were introduced to pop or rock or soul or jazz or R&B or country.23 And many of the same singers and musicians who played in the churches by morning played the clubs by night.24 Music ran the pleasure scale from worship to wantonness in a single day without contradiction. It was all about the rapture.


Tony insisted that all the Ciccone children start with the basics and take piano lessons.25 Of more interest to Madonna, though, was the music on the street. In 1963, the year her mother died, Berry Gordy Jr.’s Detroit music factory, Motown, became the undisputed center of the country’s pop universe. Motown had ten singles on the Billboard top ten chart and eight more on the top twenty, representing an unprecedented tidal wave of music by Black artists. The Beatles arrived in the United States in 1964 to revolutionize the white sound, but even they didn’t escape the Motown immersion. Their debut set included covers of early Motown songs, and they toured the UK that year with Motown artist Mary Wells.


The sheer number of stars arising out of Motown was so great that the Detroit talent pool seemed bottomless: Stevie Wonder, Martha and the Vandellas, Marvin Gaye, Smokey Robinson.26 For children like Madonna, the Motown sound and story represented dreams realized. “Music was that area’s only expression of self-assurance or escape,” she recalled. “The music of the time was everything to almost everybody — listening and dancing to music, or aspiring to be this or that, was all people were interested in.”27 In Pontiac, she said, people had “yard dances [with] little 45 turntables and a stack of records and everyone just danced in the driveway and the backyard.”28


Initially, Madonna had to fight to be admitted to the circle of friends in her neighborhood who were spinning those songs. “I had to be beaten up so many times by these little black girls before they would accept me, and finally one day, they whipped me with a rubber hose till I was like, lying on the ground crying. And then they just stopped doing it all of a sudden and let me be their friend, part of their group.”29 Once she was “in,” Madonna and her friends formed imaginary girl groups, pretending they were on the road to stardom.30


During those early playful performances, Madonna assumed a persona. In the backyards of Pontiac, she didn’t want to just dance and sing, as her friends did; she also needed to look like her friends to do justice to the music. “I was incredibly jealous of all my black girlfriends because they could have braids in their hair that stuck up everywhere,” she explained. “So I would go through this incredible ordeal of putting wire in my hair and braiding it so that I could make my hair stick up.”31 From the start, the Madonna package involved song, dance, and style.


Through the mid-1960s, Madonna’s and her siblings’ lives involved a routine despite the chaos of their existence. There was school and church; tormenting housekeepers on the one hand and trying to please their father on the other; adventures involving various degrees of mischief (which Madonna the “rat fink” tattled on).32 Also on the schedule were long summer visits with extended families: Tony’s, in Aliquippa, Pennsylvania, and their maternal grandmother’s, in Bay City. Both households had numerous uncles whom the children loved, but they considered the darkness of the Ciccone homestead frightening.33


Christopher said that, like other immigrant homes where hard-won possessions were valued, his Italian grandparents’ house was filled with furniture covered in plastic.34 By way of decoration, Grandmother Ciccone — Michelina — had decorated the home with rosaries, candles, and pictures of Christ. “If ever I go into her room, I find my grandmother on her knees praying to the Virgin Mary.” Their grandfather Gaetano was a “heavyset, hunched‑up old man who drinks too much.” Christopher came to believe that his grandmother’s ardent prayers were for the old man’s death. After having six children by him, she slept in a separate room with seven locks on the door, which she kept bolted. When he finally died, Michelina believed he was haunting her, bolts be damned.35


By contrast, the Fortin family residence, in Bay City, was a true home away from home. Grandmother Elsie Mae Fortin was, according to Christopher, “a second mother to all of us.” She wore feminine clothes, classic styles, and smelled of L’Air du Temps perfume. She was elegant, “a lady in every sense of the word.”36 Her husband, the children’s grandfather, had died in 1959. But years later, the house was still redolent of his love for her. One birthday, knowing her favorite color was pink, he gave her “an all-pink kitchen: a pink stove, pink refrigerator, pink dishwasher.” The atmosphere was warm, loving, and permissive, the way their mother had been. The children considered the Fortin home a haven.37


Packing his children off to visit their grandparents during the summer may have made Tony’s life easier, but it was only a temporary reprieve as he juggled work and the needs of six growing children. He was also still a young man. In 1966, at thirty-five, he would have been expected to try to find a mother for his children, if not a companion for himself. In fact, there were several contenders. The Fortin family wanted him to marry a friend of Madonna senior, a Natalie Wood type the children thought looked like their mother.38 Instead, he surprised them by announcing that he planned to marry one of the children’s housekeepers, a twenty-three-year-old of northern European ancestry named Joan Gustafson.


The Fortin family was furious and forever after referred to Joan as “the Maid.”39 The children were equally disdainful. “She was really gung‑ho, very strict, a real disciplinarian,” Madonna said.40 Christopher said the marriage occurred not long after The Sound of Music movie was released. He speculated that Joan may have expected the Ciccone clan to be as malleable as the von Trapp children. She was wrong. The children, he said, were “determined to make her life miserable.”41


For Madonna, the entry of this woman into their lives reopened barely healed wounds and tore open new ones. “It was hard to accept her as an authority figure . . . My father wanted us to call her Mom, not her first name. I remember it being really hard for me to get the word ‘mother’ out of my mouth. It was really painful.”42 With Joan’s arrival, Madonna also believed that she had lost her father.43 “I felt in many ways that my stepmother stole him from me. I felt deserted,” she said.44 “I was just one angry, abandoned little girl.”45


Madonna responded the way her mother did to her illness, the way her father did to his loss: with quiet resolve (and, unlike her parents, with bad behavior). Summoning all the courage she could muster, she professed a child’s version of the adult survival strategy: “I don’t need anybody. I can stand on my own and be my own person and not belong to anyone.”46


Madonna met hurt with defiance, and she was helped in that regard by a song. In January of 1966, Nancy Sinatra’s “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’ ” went to number 1 on the charts and shocked parts of America with its declaration of independence by a scandalous new breed of woman — a Sex and the Single Girl kind of woman — who had no time to waste on a double-dealing man. More shocking still, it was Frank’s little girl, with her dyed blond hair, dancing in a black sequined minidress, black stockings, and high-heeled black boots.47 As she did, she delighted in her power and made it clear that if any hearts were to be broken, hers wouldn’t be one of them. Madonna said that Nancy Sinatra singing that song “made one hell of an impression on me. And when she said, ‘Are you ready, boots? Start walkin’,’ it was like, ‘Yeah, give me some of those go‑go boots. I want to walk on a few people.’ ”48










Chapter 3


Pontiac, 1967–1969


Don’t be afraid of me . . . I’m just a nice little girl.1


 — Patti Smith


Young Madonna’s emerging awareness of pop songs came at a propitious moment, not just for her but also for American culture. It was a new era for women in music. Nancy Sinatra was just one of the many voices singing what women and girls generally didn’t dare say. Like other aspects of pop and rock, that rebellious tradition was born in the blues with singers like Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton and Ida Cox, who delivered sassy, sexy declarations of independence from the no‑account men in their lives. The lyrics were so hot in every way that they never quite made it into the white mainstream unless they were sanitized to the point of meaninglessness. Big Mama Thornton’s growling indictment of a gigolo in her song “Hound Dog” became a nonsensical sensation when recorded by Elvis Presley.2


But in 1960, something began to happen in music. A new breed of female singer delivered an updated pop version of the saucy old blues sentiment. The Shirelles had a hit with the song “Will You Love Me Tomorrow.” It was about a young woman deciding whether to have sex and it was revolutionary in every way.3


Cowritten by Carole King, “Tomorrow” was released the year the birth control pill was introduced, when women began considering sex without the risk of procreation. Sex for women, as it had always been for men, could be recreation. Of a sort. Culturally, a man’s desire remained paramount, but the pill was a first big step on the path toward sexual freedom. It introduced the radical notion of choice into a woman’s personal life.


The song was the first by a pop girl group to discuss sex so explicitly, and it shot to number 1 on the Billboard Hot 100 chart. That ranking was also a first: no girl group had had a chart-topping hit at that point — let alone a Black girl group.4 “Tomorrow” and the Shirelles were a cultural and crossover sensation.5 With their success, girl groups proliferated.


Most were Black or Latina working-class teenagers from New Jersey or New York City — young women like sisters Estelle and Veronica “Ronnie” Bennett and their cousin Nedra Talley, who as the Ronettes became the “first female superstars of rock.” After their hit “Be My Baby” and a first album, they toured England in 1964 with the Rolling Stones as their opening act.6


The early girl group look was coiffed, clean, and demure. What that meant was that the lyrics they sang, which spoke to girls in a way no one had about their deepest desires and concerns, were shielded from undue scrutiny because the young women delivering them looked like “nice girls.”7 No one thought to listen to what those nice girls were saying.


Madonna began listening to girl groups a few years later, when Motown moved the sound to Detroit and made stars out of young women like Mary Wells, who had her first big hit in 1964 with “My Guy,” and Martha Reeves, who with the Vandellas released “Dancing in the Street.”8 But the Motown sound and style for young women artists were epitomized by the Supremes.


Graduates of the label’s “finishing school,” then called the artist development department, they had learned to walk, sit, talk, and dress (in hats and gloves) — to be “ladies” in the whitest sense of the word.9 The group had its first number 1 hit in 1964 with “Where Did Our Love Go” and ended the year with an appearance on the top TV variety program in the United States. On December 27, 1964, Diana Ross (age twenty), Mary Wilson (twenty), and Florence Ballard (twenty-one) sang “Come See About Me” on The Ed Sullivan Show and were catapulted to pop stardom.10


Around the time that the Motown sound flooded the streets, white girl groups like the Shangri-Las also emerged. They didn’t train to be ladies. Because they were white, it was assumed they were bred for that role. The mischievous Shangri-Las, however, proved that race did not guarantee respectability. Their first number 1 hit was the 1964 bad-boy ode “Leader of the Pack,” about a deadly motorcycle accident. It was considered so bleak and its sound so violent that it was banned in Britain and by some US radio stations.11


The Shangri-Las were not nice girls. They wore pants and boots. They also flirted with the audience and expressed their sexuality in a way that was forbidden to Black girl groups if they had any hope of crossover success.12 The Shangri-Las’ look and daring expression, combined with their lyrics, were powerful and thrilling in an entirely new way.


And then, if all those new sounds and images weren’t head-spinning enough, a so‑called British Invasion of women performers occurred in the United States in the mid-1960s. White, mostly blond, eyes outlined in kohl, wearing tight sweaters, miniskirts, and boots, they were women like Lulu, Dusty Springfield, Sandie Shaw, and, coming on the scene in 1965, Marianne Faithfull. That wounded angel was just seventeen when she released the Mick Jagger–Keith Richards song “As Tears Go By.” The British women offered alternative voices and “mod” looks.13


Madonna came of age at a time when a woman’s self-expression wasn’t exceptional; it was normal. Women and girls had voices people wanted to hear and ideas worth conveying about their dreams and desires, about love and that forbidden topic, sex; about fear and anger; even about death. And they sang words that girls understood in youthful voices they could mimic. Each memorized song amounted to a dose of empowerment shot directly into the psyches of millions of little girls.14 The bold messages those young women delivered arrived at a time when Madonna needed them most.


The appearance of Joan on Thors Street in her new role as wife and stepmother upset the eccentric regimen of the Ciccone household. She immediately tried to organize the children, which only gave them more reason to rebel. “My stepmother was very young, and she just wasn’t ready for a billion kids who were extremely unwilling to accept her as an authority figure,” Madonna explained.15 “It was a hard adjustment for all of us to make . . . We had some really rough times, I have to admit.”16


The children gradually came to rely on one another, gathering in a bedroom for secret confabs. “You know how kids go to their parents when they have problems?” Madonna said. “Nobody really did that. They sort of went to me or my older brothers.”17 That may have been why Joan relied on her to help with the children. But Madonna regarded the work she had previously done willingly as drudgery now that Joan was asking her to do it. She also recognized that her brothers were given liberties that she wasn’t.18 “From that time on I felt like Cinderella with a wicked stepmother,” Madonna said. “I couldn’t wait to escape.”19


In the meantime, Madonna developed defensive skills: she could be outspoken, belligerent, sarcastic, even cruel. She portrayed herself in the years after Joan’s arrival as “the she-devil,” struggling to gain the attention of her father, struggling to get what she needed amid so many grasping hands.20 Madonna described the family household as “like living in a zoo.”21 Even her play became angry. “I played with my Barbie dolls all the time . . . And they were bitchy, man. Barbie was mean . . . Barbie would say to Ken, ‘I’m not gonna stay home and do the dishes. You stay home! I’m going out tonight, I’m going bowling, okay, so forget it!’ You know? She was going to be sexy, but she was going to be tough.”22


The turmoil inside the Ciccone home was exacerbated that year, 1967, by turmoil on the street.


The high-water mark of the early civil rights movement was reached in 1963, when Martin Luther King Jr. previewed his “I Have a Dream” speech at Detroit’s Cobo Arena and delivered the final version in Washington nine weeks later.23 It moved the world, but words weren’t strong enough to dislodge the racial hatred embedded in US society. Soon after King spoke, fifteen sticks of dynamite planted by white bigots exploded inside a Baptist church in Alabama and killed four Black girls. King’s call for nonviolence all but perished along with them.24


Through 1964 and again in 1965, the year Malcolm X was murdered in New York, racial violence erupted in Miami, Cleveland, New York, Jersey City, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles. In the summer of 1966, there was more violence, so much more that people in large cities began to dread the season. And then, 1967 exploded in what one historian called the “greatest urban riots of American history.” There were more than 160 uprisings, eight of them major. The worst was in Detroit.25


It began before dawn on Sunday, July 23, when white police raided a party at an illegal club in a Black neighborhood.26 Among the seventy-four people arrested were two Black soldiers recently returned from Vietnam.27 After decades of discrimination, it was the last straw. Detroit and its surrounding communities, Pontiac among them, descended into five days of rage. Madonna, then nearly nine, remembered “all the white families were freaking out and moving out.”28


At the time, the Detroit uprising was the worst in the United States since the New York City draft riots of 1863.29 “The confusion, the misinformation, the prejudices, and the fear that was running high cannot be overstated,” said local historian Mike McGuinness of the 1967 trauma. “The fear and racial tensions were driving many of the changes in where families chose to live. It sparked massive numbers of Caucasian families moving quickly out of Detroit and out of Pontiac.”30


Madonna said later that she saw herself as the character Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird. “Basically, she was this little girl who was surrounded by all this insanity, from Boo Radley hiding behind the door to the sadness and violence all around. She was always asking her father questions. I wanted my father to be Gregory Peck.”31 Tony Ciccone was too busy. The family had begun welcoming more babies. Joan’s first after marrying Tony died, but in 1968 she had a daughter, Jennifer.32


Unfortunately, 1968 was another inauspicious year. That spring, the violence of the previous summer began early, in April, after Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis. Again, cities erupted. Again people were killed and injured, neighborhoods ravaged. Robert Kennedy had joined the presidential race as an antiwar candidate, offering himself as a social healer, especially to Black communities. With his still-fresh grief after his brother’s murder, his words felt, to a people in deep pain, almost spiritual. And then in June, he was killed, too. Another bloodied body on the television, more dreams dashed.


There seemed to be no end to the suffering, no hope at all. That summer, in Chicago, the Democratic National Convention, where Kennedy would have accepted his nomination, turned into a scene of shocking violence. Chicago police beat demonstrators as news cameras broadcast those images around the world. Democracy in America. Rebellion, assassinations, and war. Citizens hungry for order thought Richard Nixon could do the job. He was elected president.


Madonna was ten. That was the nation the children of her generation were introduced to when they became aware that they were part of a society, a country, and a political system. That was their imperfect heritage. The best that could be said of it was that the dark secrets that had been festering belowground for decades — in the case of modern racism, since the lies of Reconstruction a century before — were now exposed to the light of day.


Joan gave birth again in 1969, to a boy named Mario. The family had outgrown the Thors Street house, and there was no reason to wait around for more trouble.33 In 1969, the Ciccones joined the white flight to safety and landed in a place called Rochester Hills.










Chapter 4


Rochester Hills, 1969–1972


Who do I think I am? Someone who I believe is more than what she is told she could be.1


 — Mona Eltahawy


“That was the first time I felt out of place,” Madonna said. “Suddenly I lived in a white middle class suburb, and I suddenly became aware of the differences of people.” The irony of Madonna’s discovery — that it took a move from a racially and ethnically diverse enclave to a community of what she called white conformists for her to realize that people were “different”— was not lost on her as an adult.2 As a child, however, she felt desolate and angry about the move, which is also ironic. For an American family in 1969, a move from Pontiac to Rochester Hills should have been an exciting step upward and outward.


Rochester, as the locals called it, was part of the 1960s building boom, in which landscapes near crowded and insecure cities were plowed under to make way for suburbs. It was like the post–World War II emergence of identical starter homes that blossomed overnight to house young families. The suburbs of the late ’60s similarly sprang up where fields had recently yielded crops, but they differed from those earlier tract-house communities in that the homes were less uniform and more spacious. They were the communities those young families moved to when Dad graduated from the sales force to the executive suite. Families in places like Rochester weren’t aspiring to a better life; they had already achieved it.


In 1969, Rochester had a charming historic town center, parts of which dated back to the nineteenth century. A smattering of houses had been built on the outskirts of town, but the new Ciccone family home was, at the time, on the outskirts of the outskirts, in an area still considered rural. It was a newly built two-story, five-bedroom, redbrick-and-aluminum-siding structure with a wagon wheel ornament on the front lawn — a popular totem of the pioneering American spirit. Compared to the family’s former residence, on Thors Street, the house on Oklahoma Avenue was huge, as was its yard: more than an acre of land with a creek, rather than a train track and sewer system, at the back.3


All the things that should have made the home appealing were, to Madonna, depressing. “There weren’t any more house parties, there wasn’t music blaring from the house next door,” she explained.4 She had left a vibrant, densely populated neighborhood for a remote, culturally homogeneous backwater. “Her school was small. Rochester was white,” explained Mike McGuinness. “The Italians would have been the darkest people in Rochester.”5


The children were enrolled in St. Andrew Catholic Elementary School. For Madonna, a religious education and the rituals of Catholicism might have provided comfort because it was a culture she knew well. But in those mutable days, even that had changed. The mystery of the church, with its Latin mass and the priest as a figure apart, positioned midway between God and his flock, ended when the Second Vatican Council completed its work, in 1965. The idea was a good one — to make Catholicism more about the people than about “the Church.” But the result of that modern approach was that the religious hierarchy became human and the church considerably less divine.


By the time Madonna arrived at St. Andrew, the contradictions between Christianity and modern Catholicism were too great to go unchallenged. A religion based on goodness was obsessed with sin; a religion that celebrated light as a metaphor for revelation was instead, in Madonna’s words, “dark, painful and guilt-ridden.” A prime source of such guilt was sex.6 “When you are raised to believe that anything having to do with sex is forbidden and taboo,” she said, “then of course that’s all you want to know about.”7


Madonna had hints from the time she was “tiny” that this thing called sex, which was shorthanded in adolescence to “boys,” might be interesting. Her Italian grandmother, locked away behind her myriad bolts, had “begged” Madonna as a child “not to go with men, to love Jesus and be a good girl.”8 Tony Ciccone delivered the same message.9


It was Madonna’s family members who were instructing her, but the authority behind them was the church. At the very moment when, biologically and emotionally, a child begins to experience a wonderful new sort of attraction for another person, church teachings would have those feelings shut down, the door to healthy development closed tightly against pleasure. And worst of all, neither the church nor the family offered any explanation.


Madonna bombarded her reticent father with new questions, many about gender-based rules that to her young mind were patently absurd. For example, in the dead of a bitter Michigan winter, girls and women were expected to wear skirts to church.


I would say to my dad, “Will Jesus love me less if I wear pants? Am I going to hell?” I wanted to know why . . . girls had to act a certain way and boys didn’t . . . My whole adolescence was full of unanswered whys. Because they never got answered, I just kept lighting fires everywhere — metaphorically speaking.10


Without addressing points of theology at that stage, Madonna came to believe the church and her family were much harder on her than they were on her older brothers. If Catholicism was a religion of sinners, it seemed that women and girls were considered the most dangerous among them because the laws and customs designed to control them were the most severe.11


Madonna responded by rebelling. “I wanted to do everything everybody told me I couldn’t do,” she said. “I’d do anything to rebel against my father.” She violated her father’s dictates and Catholic school policy by rolling up the waistband of her skirt to make it shorter and switching her socks for nylons after she had left home.12 “Probably about the same time as I began to rebel against the church and my family, my breasts started to grow,” Madonna said. “So right around that time was when I really started to think about sex. About its presence, not about what I was going to do about it.”13


It is interesting to put Madonna’s childhood rebellion against the church in the context of her career. She never stopped rebelling against the church, but she also never lost her fascination with it, to the point where it is impossible to separate Madonna from Catholicism.14


Madonna often said that she would not be the person she was if her mother had lived; that loss was foundational to her life and future work. Another post under the House of Madonna is the church. The unresolvable conflict between its physical and spiritual beauty and the almost medieval rules with which it tried to govern nearly every aspect of believers’ lives made Madonna who she was, and, given half a chance, it would have prevented her from becoming who she could be.


But Madonna was freed of the burden of a Catholic education by the state of Michigan. In 1970, the state passed a ballot initiative that banned state aid to private schools.15 With eight children, the Ciccones simply could not afford to pay for religious schooling.16 That meant that Madonna was headed to public junior high school.


In the Catholic imagination (if not in reality), junior highs were hormone factories where pimple-faced boys began to exert their socially sanctioned dominance. They were places where girls became objects, first of fascination and then of conquest; where cigarettes, booze, and drugs were staples of Friday night parties; and where, in general, juvenile delinquents were hatched and let loose on the land.


Madonna’s older brothers, Anthony and Marty, were already the “wildest kids in the neighborhood,” according to Christopher.17 Without the stern oversight of priests and nuns, Tony and Joan would have been justified in fearing that the younger children would go the same way, so they instituted stricter rules at home. Madonna remembered being particularly beleaguered in that regard. “It was school, come home, housework, help with dinner, do your schoolwork, clean the house, take care of the little kids.”18


If the children needed disciplining, Christopher said, Joan chased them with a wooden spoon. If they sassed or swore, Tony washed out their mouths with soap.19 If Madonna talked too much or too loudly (her nickname at home was “the Mouth”),20 she was reprimanded. “I remember always being told to shut up. Everywhere, at home, at school.”21 Tony also severely restricted Madonna’s social life. “He never let me do anything. Not being able to go out when all my friends were going out, not being able to wear nylon stockings or lipstick or a bra or whatever was a tragedy to me,” she said.22 Tony expected his word to be the one that counted. “You’ll do this because I say so.” End of discussion.23


If moving to Rochester awakened Madonna to the idea of white exclusivity, her first year at West Junior High School opened her eyes to her family’s social position. At Catholic school, she and her siblings wore uniforms, which created a sense of equality among students. At West, there were no uniforms; children of wealth were visibly cloaked in privilege. Meanwhile, Madonna and her sisters wore home-sewn dresses made from a single pattern. Madonna was aware that her family was, as she said, “living above our means.” “My clothes were not as cool as everybody else’s or as nice as everybody else’s . . . I mean, I’d wear the same clothes every day . . . I just didn’t fit in.”24


Even if her classmates hadn’t noticed Madonna’s clothes, she appeared odd to them because she didn’t fit the usual girl mold: she was flirtatious, but she wasn’t submissive or deferential to boys. “They took my aggressiveness as a come-on,” she said. “They didn’t get it. And they didn’t get it, if you know what I mean, so I guess they had to say things because they knew that was the only way they could hurt me.”25


Without anyone to help her understand these dynamics, Madonna felt “overwhelmed . . . I’d handle it in a number of ways — either I’d get more arrogant . . . or I’d get upset and cry. You can get hurt by it, or you can give them the finger. But it still hurts.”26 Madonna called junior high the start of the angriest period of her life.27 It was then that she perfected the defensive counterattack skills that she would use throughout her career as the schoolyard bullying continued into her adulthood. “It’s about insecurity,” she explained.28


It was a given in her household that Madonna would play a musical instrument. “My father was really big on that,” she said. “There was always music in our house. Either practicing or records or the radio or someone singing in the bathtub . . . Noise.”29 Tony wanted Madonna to take piano lessons, but she hated them.30 She persuaded her father to let her take dance lessons instead at a school that taught ballet, tap, and baton twirling. She called it a refuge for “hyperactive young girls.”31


By the early 1970s, pop and rock music had become about performance as much as about sound. In the rock universe, there were “rock operas” (the Who’s Tommy) and “rock musicals” (Hair). In the world of concerts, events went big: Woodstock, Altamont, Monterey Pop. And all those music festivals were filmed so that the unlucky millions who didn’t see the shows in person could watch Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison, the Rolling Stones, Grace Slick and Jefferson Airplane, and Bob Dylan, among many others, become more than singers, rockers, guitar players, and folkie balladeers. They became cultural icons who courted controversy and made statements.


Many of the statements the artists made were political. It was no longer possible, amid the deeply unpopular Vietnam War, civil rights protests, and the murder of students by the National Guard at Kent State, to simply play a tune you could tap your foot to. Serious music had to say something. Devotees of that music listened to the new FM radio stations and their hipster DJs, who broke with rollicking AM radio DJ tradition by whispering into their studio microphones, as befitting the solemnity of the rock message.32 The scene was heavy, as were its fans.


It was also, despite the presence of incredible talents such as Slick and Joplin, a manly man’s world of phallic substitutes and the jackhammer rhythm of the male climax.33 The gulf between rock and pop became an unbridgeable chasm. Rock was art, or so its practitioners and fans believed, and pop was — well, not art.


At the other end of the musical performance spectrum were new TV shows with kicky pop culture sensibilities, such as the irreverent comic variety show Laugh‑In and The Sonny and Cher Comedy Hour.34 On NBC, The Monkees portrayed the trials and tribulations of a boy band. ABC added a twist to that narrative. The Partridge Family was about a mom and her kids trying to make it as a rock band. Long before the days of video, therefore, pop-rock was a visual experience that ran the gamut from the sublime to the absurd.


Madonna’s musical interests had expanded since Pontiac, but they remained firmly rooted in pop and soul.35 By 1970, the girl group phenomenon had died.36 In its place, Madonna began listening to boy bands that had emerged in the wake of the Beatles: the Box Tops, the Turtles, Strawberry Alarm Clock, Gary Puckett and the Union Gap.37 But the music phenomenon that interested her most at that time was the Jackson 5.


Motown had signed the Indiana-based brothers in 1968, and the Jackson family proceeded to dominate the charts. The sound was infectious, exuberant, in the best pop tradition, but it also had weight, because unlike the white boy bands, the Jackson 5 sound updated the blues, R&B, and the northern soul Motown tradition. Madonna became fascinated by Michael Jackson — the way he sang, the way he moved onstage, his abandon, and the absolute joy of his performance. “I went through an ‘I want to be like Michael Jackson phase,’ ” she said, recalling her feeling that “I can do everything he can do, only I’m a girl!”38 His presence was also a nagging reminder that life was short, and she had better get moving. Jackson was already firmly in the spotlight, and he was Madonna’s age.


Madonna began performing at West Junior High. “The talent show was my one night a year to show them who I really was,” she said, “and what I could really be, and I just wanted to do totally outrageous stuff.”39 One year, dressed as a spy, she danced to the pseudo-noir song “Secret Agent Man,” by Johnny Rivers.40 But her biggest splash took place during her last year at West.


Madonna’s brothers were FM disciples and listened in the basement to music by the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, Led Zeppelin, and the Who. That band’s new song “Baba O’Riley” caught Madonna’s attention, and she decided to use it in her eighth-grade performance.41


The night of the show, the West Junior High auditorium was filled with families waiting expectantly for their children to arrive onstage. The many Ciccones were seated in the second row. Christopher said Tony even brought his camera to memorialize Madonna’s big night. First came the tap dancers, and a student playing the harmonica, and another who recited a poem.42 And then the stage darkened, black lights and a strobe were lit, and the electronic marimba rhythms of “Baba O’Riley” filled the room. Madonna and her friend Carol Belanger, meanwhile, appeared out of the darkness, covered in green-and-pink hearts and flowers that they had created with fluorescent body paint. By the time a bass sounded, and Roger Daltrey launched into the Who’s ode to dissolute youth, the hearts and flowers onstage were moving in an unmistakable exultation of adolescent sexuality.43 


No one “can take their eyes off Madonna,” Christopher said. “She’s wearing shorts and a top that are also covered in paint, but as far as my father is concerned, she might as well be naked. According to his strict moral code, her appearance is utterly X‑rated, and he puts down his camera in horror.” 44 Nearly everyone was horrified, as Madonna and Carol danced to Daltrey’s screams and continued to move while the music built to a berserk crescendo, crash-landed, and died.


The lights went up, but not to the warm applause that had greeted previous acts. Christopher described the audience as “dumbstruck.” Madonna’s performance was “the most scandalous one that anyone has ever seen in that conservative community.”45 In the car after the show, he said, everyone was silent, and once they arrived home, Tony took Madonna into the dining room. Known by the family as the “formal,” that was where serious reprimands occurred. “When she finally emerges, her face is tearstained. Her performance is never mentioned again,” Christopher said. But around Rochester, it was the talk of the town for about a month. Kids whispered to him, “Your sister Madonna is a slut.”46


The audience at West had seen “Madonna,” the future phenomenon, in embryo. They were the first to witness the artist who would make a career of combining pop culture with more complex art forms — in this case, the look of a show like Laugh‑In with the music of the Who and the politically provocative message of the song. Music, dance, sex, politics, and an imaginative presentation. It’s easy to see the seeds of Blond Ambition in her performance of “Baba” that night.


Madonna was grounded for two weeks, and then that summer, between eighth and ninth grades, her father shipped her off for a period to her grandmother’s house in Bay City. Madonna “loved going there.” Her grandmother’s idea of child-rearing was liberal in the extreme. Madonna said she could go out with boys, drink beer, “have twelve desserts . . . and stay out past ten.”47 Nanoo, as they called her, let her sons, Madonna’s uncles, smoke pot in the basement and practice their rock band in her garage.48


“I thought they were the coolest people in the world,” Madonna said. “I remember that summer I was watching my uncles’ rock ’n’ roll band — wearing tight jeans for the first time in my life. I smoked a cigarette . . . I started plucking my eyebrows and I started feeling like, ‘Yeah, this is it, I’m cool.’ ”49 Madonna said her uncles were the first people to treat her like a grown‑up. “When I got home, my stepmother went crazy and accused me of being a tart.”50 “I felt like I had really grown up — only to find out that I was a floozy.” Madonna was crushed.51


She responded as she usually did when told not to do something: she did it anyway, and then some. “From that day I adopted the floozy look to the hilt,” she said.52 Padded bras, tight sweaters, heavy makeup, and eyebrow pencil to enhance a beauty mark.53 And with that, Madonna started high school.










Chapter 5


Rochester Hills, 1972–1974


There’s gonna be a woman musician in the next three or four years that’s just gonna knock everybody’s heads off . . . There’s gonna be some girl who right now is maybe fourteen, and she’s gonna blow everybody’s mind. I just can’t wait.1


 — Linda Ronstadt


In 1972, when Madonna began high school, it seemed that anything was possible for a young woman. The victories chalked up by feminists were front-page news. After fifty years of lobbying by women’s rights advocates, the House and Senate passed the Equal Rights Amendment, and by the end of the year, twenty-two states had ratified it. Title IX, which threatened to withhold federal funds if schools discriminated against women in education or sports, was codified into law. Ms. became the first mainstream feminist magazine. Its inaugural issue sold out in eight days.2 Tennis star Billie Jean King graced the cover of Sports Illustrated for her athletic ability.3 New York congresswoman Bella Abzug recognized 1972 for what it was —“a watershed year”— and asked, she presumed rhetorically, “Who’d be against equal rights for women?”4


It was a thrilling time. The reality the girls of Madonna’s generation inherited was one in which women were strong and independent. When Helen Reddy’s song “I Am Woman” was denied radio play after its May 1972 release, Reddy didn’t cower and accept it. She used any occasion to sing what became a feminist national anthem until it reached number 1 on the Billboard chart in December and earned her a Grammy. Regarding her critics, she said, “For a lot of men, thinking about the women’s movement makes them grab their groins. What can I say? I didn’t say that we were going to cut their dicks off or anything, you know?”5


Feminism was the movement, but in popular parlance it became “women’s lib.” Its successes were the result of a combination of organizing, politicking, and hard work, enlivened by some headline-grabbing agitprop campaigns. The first such event occurred in 1968, and it was historic. Writer and activist Robin Morgan had the idea of performing a “zap action” to protest the Miss America pageant by parading sheep the way the pageant paraded women and releasing a “stink bomb,” which was actually a hair product made by a pageant sponsor, inside Convention Hall in Atlantic City. But the action that captured the news was the so‑called bra burning.


The story about the charred bras was written and filed by a reporter in advance of the pageant. In fact, no bras were burned. Nothing was burned. But women gathered outside the hall did ceremoniously deposit a variety of “torture devices,” or artifacts of cultural misogyny — stenographer’s pads, hair rollers, false eyelashes, wigs, high-heeled shoes, copies of Playboy, girdles, and bras — into a “Freedom Trash Can” as news cameras rolled, and police escorted the women away.6


The protest garnered more attention than the pageant and became a successful recruitment tool. Women around the country started forming feminist groups of their own. The women’s movement thereafter operated on two levels, as New York Times columnist Gail Collins noted: the National Organization for Women scored legislative victories, and young activists took to the streets employing guerrilla tactics that ensured that women’s demands remained in the headlines.7


Of course, the backlash against those “angry” women began almost immediately: conservative activist Phyllis Schlafly got to work in 1972 to defeat the ERA. And still, the dominant cultural message was that the role of a woman was to look good and support a man’s ambitions. (The largest source of college scholarships for women were beauty contests, and the most popular “team sport” for girls was cheerleading.)8 But for the first time since World War II’s army of Rosie the Riveters, there was a counternarrative that said that women didn’t have to shelve their dreams. And that was lucky for Madonna, because she didn’t have a retiring bone in her body. The questions for her were how to manifest her strength in a conservative community that hadn’t quite heard the same message and what form that show of strength might take.


Playwright Thulani Davis wrote in the Village Voice in 1980 that a blues singer is “the woman who left home, left early, at fourteen, fifteen, even eleven. She was not an outcast as much as a cast out, a been-gone, a far-away, a woman with a will to be outside of society, a fantasy. High or low, she could be something she could make up on her own.”9 That was Madonna at fourteen. Physically, she hadn’t left home, but mentally, she was “been-gone.” As soon as she entered high school, she decided to leave Michigan.10 “I wanted to be somebody,” she said.11


I used to dance in front of my mirror to the Isley Brothers, to “Who’s That Lady, Beautiful Lady, Sexy Lady”. . . I just assumed I was that sexy lady. Of course, I was desperate for that to be the truth.12


A survival tactic adopted while she struggled to give birth to herself was to live a double life: one intensely private, sad, angry, and insecure, the other a ballsy bravado performance for public consumption. What Madonna called her public-private “paradox”13 helped her survive Rochester Adams High School.


Adams was one of the best public schools in the state, and its student body was even more affluent than West’s. “They had nice houses and lots of bathrooms,” Madonna said.


I somehow gauged lots of bathrooms with being incredibly wealthy, instead of having to share one bathroom with eight children. And I could tell the difference between the sort of generic food that we had in our refrigerator — you know, buying food in bulk and there’s no label on it? — and the serious labeling going on in other houses.14


To add to her humiliation, she had a job cleaning houses, which included those of her schoolmates. “It was gross. I had to clean the toilet bowls of boys I went to school with,” she said.15 “They were members of country clubs,” she said. “I felt like a country bumpkin and I was resentful . . . because I felt like people were judging me all the time.”16


Madonna wasn’t part of the “Anglo-Saxon tribe” that dominated the school. “Being like everyone else was important, dressing like everyone else was important, having the same hairstyle, wearing the same makeup, dating the cool guy,” she said. “I didn’t understand it and I didn’t like it and I didn’t fit in.”17 And yet to others, she seemed to. A classmate at Adams said that when Madonna arrived in ninth grade, “she was the belle of the ball.”18


Madonna the outsider was so convincingly inside that she moved immediately to the heart of the school’s social scene by joining the cheerleading squad (which she scandalized by wearing flesh-colored tights so that when her skirt lifted during a flip, she looked naked).19 She became part of the school’s intellectual crowd through the French club. She worked as a lifeguard and a swim instructor. She sang in the school choir. She displayed her altruistic side by volunteering at a program for disadvantaged children.20 And she assumed a heavy academic load, for which she received top marks. “The bitch never had to study, man, never, got straight As,” her older brother Marty said. “I used to get up there and study all the time . . . I did it cause I was supposed to . . . She did it because she knew it would get her over to the next phase.”21


On the face of it, Madonna was what her brother Christopher called “very popular . . . outgoing.”22 But schoolmate Wyn Cooper recognized the dichotomy in Madonna. “She kept to herself, but she was also a cheerleader, so she seemed to have almost two sides to her personality,” he said. “I don’t think anybody could quite figure her out. She was a little bit of an enigma.”23 Cooper was intrigued. “She took herself more seriously than most of us did at that age . . . She read more than your average high school student.”24


While Madonna was still a freshman, Cooper told her he was making a movie and asked her if she wanted to be in it. “She didn’t have a problem with it,” he said, adding that even at that age Madonna was willing to test her limits in front of a camera. In Cooper’s film, that meant eating a raw egg.25 His one-minute 8mm silent movie, The Egg, would be Madonna’s first film. It involved two girls, three eggs, and a urinal.26


The film screamed surrealism — baby Dalí or baby Buñuel. Cooper said it was about nothing. Out of it, however, arose a friendship between the director (whose poem “Fun” would be the basis of Sheryl Crow’s hit “All I Wanna Do”) and his star.27 It was also a new avenue of expression for Madonna. Film was, and would be, one of her greatest passions.


Madonna immersed herself in school life not only because she was hungry for knowledge but also because she wanted to escape a home where she found little cheer.28 She described her older brothers as always in trouble and suffering the consequences. “I was really frightened by them but completely enamored of them as well,” she said.29 As for the younger children, there was one perpetually underfoot in need of attention.30 Madonna’s family obligations were so well known that a cheerleading coach who heard she wanted to go to a Friday night dance helped her out by calling Joan to say, not entirely truthfully, that cheerleaders were required to attend.31


From the outside, the Ciccones looked like the quintessential Middle American family. The house was filled with the accoutrements of warmth: “the spindle-backed chairs, the fake spinning wheel in the corner, the wooden icebox that held the records,” Christopher said. “We went to church all the time. We went to Sunday school, we went to catechism, and during Lent we went to church every day.”32 But amid all that cozy rectitude there was a coldness. “I think our father . . . spent most of his time preparing us for the rest of our lives,” Christopher said. “The things I learned from him were honor, loyalty, and the value of the truth: all the things that surround the ideas of love and affection, but not love and affection themselves. Our father’s concern was our survival. He taught us discipline.”33


Christopher believed that any love his father had to spare went to Madonna, who occupied a special place in his heart because she was named after their mother.34 But Madonna mostly remembered Tony’s disapproval. “My father was always angry with me. He wanted me to have more humility, more modesty,” she said. “He always felt I should be doing my homework or reading the Bible or meditating.”35 Instead, when her brothers weren’t around, she went to their bedroom, in the basement, and listened to music. Bob Dylan’s “Lay Lady Lay” made her cry. “I was going through adolescence, I had hormones raging through my body,” she said.36 But it was the singer-songwriter women who inspired her.


By the time Madonna was in high school, a new type of solo woman artist had entered the world of rock and pop, though it was difficult to categorize them as part of either genre. The best of them were poets with guitars and pianos whose lyrics reflected a woman’s point of view. For the most part, their lyrics weren’t overtly feminist, but their lives were. Women such as Joni Mitchell, Carole King, Judy Collins, Janis Ian, and Laura Nyro were examples of what an independent woman artist looked like and what she could do.37


Two other women with unique voices during that period were notable in a slightly different way. They added a dose of sexuality to their work. In the Mitchell-King-Collins songs, you had to search for the sex. In the work of Carly Simon (who wrote her own songs) and Linda Ronstadt (who mostly interpreted other people’s work), sex was part of the package, and it was a new kind of woman-owned sex. It was sex as power. Sex as fun and funky. And in Simon’s case, it was teasingly bitchy.


Madonna discovered all those artists, but the most important to her was Joni Mitchell.38 “I worshipped her when I was in high school. Blue is amazing,” Madonna said of Mitchell’s most personal album at that point. “I would have to say of all the women I’ve heard, she had the most profound effect on me from a lyrical point of view.” When Court and Spark was released, in 1974, Madonna said it was “my bible for a whole year. I knew every word of every song on that album.”39


At the same time in high school, Madonna began to “gobble” books: F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Flannery O’Connor, J. D. Salinger. Reading Salinger, she said, “gave me license to behave eccentrically in a way . . . and made me feel comfortable in being precocious.”40 She also consumed poetry, the more tragic and confessional the better.41 Madonna and her younger sister Paula, with whom she made a pact not to do anything “conventional” with their lives, exchanged books of poetry in the room they shared with their little sisters — three to four beds in the room.42


Anne Sexton was their favorite. “First of all, she looked like my mother,” Madonna said, “and second of all I thought her language and her ideas and her imagery were so bold and extraordinary and her voice was so unique.” Though Sexton was “oppressed” and “incarcerated by the world,” Madonna said, she had found freedom through writing.43


Madonna would say that Sexton was one of three women artists in whose work she heard the message: “Get out of here, there’s a bigger life waiting for you, and there’s a place where you’re gonna feel more comfortable.”44 The other two were dancer Martha Graham and painter Frida Kahlo. Madonna would be introduced to them through a man named Christopher Flynn.










Chapter 6


Rochester Hills, 1974–1976


I said, “Oh my God, I’ve found it.”1


 — Madonna


Around the time that Madonna met Christopher Flynn, the disparate pieces that would become Madonna the artist came together: sex, dance, and musical performance. In 1974, at the age of fifteen, Madonna had intercourse for the first time, began to study ballet in earnest, and saw David Bowie in concert. Of the three, the sex was probably the least transformative, but it was one of those things that ranked high on a teenager’s to‑do list. The other two, Flynn’s classes and Bowie’s music, were simply life-changing. Flynn would put Madonna on the path she needed to follow, and Bowie would be the lodestar toward which she traveled.


Flynn was in his midforties, around the same age as Madonna’s father, when she turned up at his dance studio in downtown Rochester Hills. It was a strangely sedate place for him to be. Born John William White in New England, he had left home for military service and came back to go to school on the GI Bill. He enrolled at Harvard to study clinical psychology, but his heart belonged to dance. He had been exposed to it before joining the navy after seeing the Martha Graham company perform.2


To satisfy his stage desires while studying at Harvard, he acted and sang in theatrical productions. And then one day, an English professor asked him, “Why are you here, when it’s dancing you really want to do?” That was the nudge John White needed, and he began to study ballet part-time in Boston. It was there that a member of the renowned American Ballet Theatre noticed him and suggested he come to New York. The decision to ditch academia for a dream was easy. Adopting the more artistic name Christopher Flynn, he said, “Forget Harvard. Off I went to become a dancer.”3


Flynn didn’t join the American Ballet Theatre. Instead he studied with Russian dancers who followed a strict ballet tradition in both style and culture.4 But while Flynn absorbed those lessons and would be the ultimate disciplinarian with his own students, it wasn’t Russian ballet he was after. Modern dance in the decade after World War II had exploded as an art form as well as a political and social statement. Flynn wanted to be part of that. Serendipitously, he met Robert Joffrey, whose company was so new that it had a mere five dancers and traveled the country in a station wagon. Flynn joined Joffrey’s school first as a student, then as a teacher. Finally, he became Joffrey’s assistant.5


By the 1960s, Flynn’s emphasis in dance had shifted from performing to teaching, and he left New York for the Midwest. In Rochester he opened his own school and company, the Christopher Ballet, on the second floor of an old Masonic temple building on Main Street.6 It was an unassuming location and could have been dismissed as a place where girls (few boys took ballet in those days) could learn grace on their way toward proper womanhood. But Flynn was not training debutantes; he was training professionals.


“I think Christopher was a radical ballet teacher in that he would use . . . any kind of imagery that might help a dancer think,” said Peter Sparling, a dancer who would work alongside Flynn at the University of Michigan dance department.


He was really going for a thinking dancer. He expected a lot of intellect and intelligence in the process of learning dance. And in that sense, he was working outside the typical boundaries. I think, too, that he was looking for expressivity. He was trying to encourage these young mostly women to break out of their shells and to find ways of expressing through their bodies without feeling confined or afraid. He saw dance and technique as a vehicle toward becoming a performer.7


Madonna discovered him through a girl in tenth grade who she thought was more intellectual than most students, more “offbeat.” She was also a serious dancer. “So I attached myself to her,” Madonna said, and learned about Christopher Ballet.8


Madonna had taken various dance classes, and she had performed in every talent show, play, or musical produced at Adams High, often to acclaim.9 Her “breakout event” was a school talent show in which she sang and danced to “Turn Back, O Man,” from the pop musical Godspell. Madonna received a standing ovation.10 “I remember that when the audience stood for the curtain call, she was crying,” recalled student Clara Bonell. “The sense of acceptance, I think now that this is what she most appreciated, most craved.”11


Madonna did want attention and appreciation, but she wanted something else even more: the chance to become who she believed she could be. She also needed someone to help her find the way to do that. “Everyone used to say, ‘You have such a nice voice,’ and everything,” Madonna said. “It still didn’t make me feel like I could get out of the situation I was in in Michigan . . . I didn’t know anyone in New York. I didn’t have any famous relatives, and I had no money or anything. I just didn’t have an inkling how I should go about doing anything.”12


Enter Christopher Flynn. Madonna’s friend invited her to observe a dance class. “It was beautiful,” Madonna remembered.13 And so was Flynn, not in a conventional way but because he was so unselfconsciously artistic. He was also mischievous, witty, and “worldly wise,” according to Madonna.14 His accent was less a result of geography than breeding. When he walked ramrod straight, stepping heel‑to‑toe into the studio, cigarette dangling from his fingers, he commanded attention. “He was seductive, not in a sexual way,” said Peter Sparling. Rather, he was magnetic: “He had a way of pulling you into his story.”15


Madonna told her father that she wanted to enroll. He said that if she wanted to take another dance class, she should get a job, because “I’m not paying for it.”16 She did and showed up at Flynn’s studio one day ready to begin. Flynn recalled his first impression of her as “very young, barely out of adolescence, playing a little child, with short, kind of dishwater blond hair. You know, nothing special.” She carried a doll “that was, oh, probably two feet long, a little girl doll, you know with a little dress and so forth, stuck under her arm. Looked like just the most innocent child in the world.”17


Madonna was a teenager. She had weathered storms that had required her to accept adult responsibilities. She had the intellectual interests of a more mature young woman. She had experimented with sex.18 Madonna was, in other words, no longer a child. And yet, interestingly, Flynn’s recollection was that she appeared at his studio in character: in the guise of a vulnerable waif.


Her look broadcast to him that she was ready to start from scratch — that prior to arriving at his studio, she had accomplished nothing. Madonna “was a blank page, believe me . . . and she wanted desperately to be filled in,” Flynn said. “She knew nothing at all about art, classical music, sculpture, fashion, civilization — nothing about life, really . . . But she had this burning desire to learn, that girl. She had a thirst for learning that was insatiable. It was something that would not be denied.”19


Madonna’s brother Christopher didn’t know she was taking ballet, but he noticed that she had changed. “Madonna starts going out every Thursday night and coming home looking tired but happy,” he said. “Soon after, she gives up cheerleading, loses weight, and starts wearing black sweats instead of her usual brown-and-gold plaid skirts and sweaters.”20 Her focus turned entirely to dance. She went through the motions of her life at school and at home, but her mind was on Flynn’s studio. Madonna said,


It was like a fantasy world that I’d stepped into.21 I didn’t know what I was doing, really. I was with these really professional ballet dancers . . . so I had to work twice as hard as anybody else and Christopher Flynn was impressed with me . . . I really loved him. He was my first taste of what I thought was an artistic person.22


He was also the first out gay man she had ever met. “I didn’t understand the concept of gay at that time . . . All I knew was that my ballet teacher was different from everybody else. He was so alive. He had a certain theatricality about him.”23


Flynn was a new breed in every way, but he did share some important characteristics with her father. Flynn was, according to Madonna, “very Catholic,” extremely disciplined, and demanding of perfection. “He was brutal. He was ruthless, and he walked around with a stick and he hit you with it,” Madonna said. “He would not tolerate laziness or complaining . . . But when you did something right, he did feed you compliments, once in a while.”24 That tough love was straight out of Tony Ciccone’s playbook. Years later, Madonna said, “I’d say that after my father, the most powerful, important relationship of my life was with Christopher Flynn.”25 Indeed, Madonna the phenomenon had two fathers. Tony Ciccone gave Madonna discipline, a work ethic, and familial experiences good and bad from which to draw. Christopher Flynn gave her culture and a means of expression.


Flynn became a kind of wizard, revealing a vast and magical creative landscape and the rich tradition to be found in the arts and its history, from the paintings of Frida Kahlo at the Detroit Institute of Arts to the dances of Martha Graham that he loved so well. He did it because he recognized that Madonna wanted and needed that education. He did it because he recognized that that little girl was, as she believed herself to be, special.26


Madonna came away from Flynn’s classes replenished and revived. Through dance, she said,


I could go from being unmolded clay, and over time and with a lot of work and with people helping me, I could turn myself into something else. Before I started feeling devoted to dancing, I didn’t really like myself very much . . . I spent a lot of time loathing myself . . . When I started having a dream, and working toward that goal, having a sense of discipline, I started to really like myself for the first time.27


Flynn also had a direct role in helping Madonna actually see herself differently. Once, when she was in his studio with a towel wrapped around her head, he took her face in his hands and said, “You know, you’re really beautiful . . . You have an ancient-looking face. A face like an ancient Roman statue.” Madonna was stunned because no one had ever said that. “I knew that I was interesting, and of course I was voluptuous for my age, but I’d never had a sense of myself being beautiful until he told me. The way he said it, it was an internal thing, much deeper than superficial beauty.”28 She added, “No one had woken up that part of me yet.”29


Madonna and the Egg movie director, Wyn Cooper, liked to cruise the streets of Rochester in his 1973 Mercury Capri listening to music “while enjoying a little marijuana,” as he described it. Their favorite album that year was David Bowie’s The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars.30 It was rock opera from another planet. It was the poetry of despair. It was a celebration of androgyny and transvestism. It was a denial of class and a defense of artistic aristocracy. It was an homage to rock ’n’ roll and a mockery of its practitioners’ staggering self-regard. And it was great music rooted in the R&B and soul Wyn and Madonna knew so well. Bowie’s next tour, to promote his album Diamond Dogs, would bring him to the Cobo Arena in Detroit in June of 1974, and Madonna wanted to be there. It would be her first concert.


The week before the show, after planning to see it for months, she finally approached her father to ask if she could go. “He said, ‘Over my dead body.’ ” Madonna and a friend went anyway by sneaking out of the house and hitchhiking to Detroit.31


Bowie’s tour was a postapocalyptic extravaganza. The set looked like a constructivist painting, a Gotham City of rakish skyscrapers, enlivened by many moving parts. A catwalk descended from the Cobo rafters as Bowie performed “Sweet Thing,” and a cherry picker lifted him forty feet above the audience as he sang into a red telephone the haunting line “ground control to Major Tom” from his famous song “Space Oddity.” Bowie himself called the performance “the first real rock’n’roll theatrical show that made any sense.”32


In the audience, Madonna watched, rapt. “I remember just being frozen. Rigid. Like, staring up at this creature thinking, ‘Oh my God, he’s everything. He’s male and female and beautiful and elegant and poetic and funny and ironic and . . . other-worldly’ . . . And I recognized myself in him somehow and he gave me license to dream a different future for myself.”33 She could be that wisp of a man onstage who had invited thousands of strangers into his imagination. As for her father, Tony grounded Madonna after he discovered that she had disobeyed him, but she said it was worth it. Revelation such as she had experienced was well worth the cost.34


Madonna returned to school following her summer break no longer wanting to be part of the high school scene. “I belong in some special world,” she recalled thinking.35 “When I latched onto the dance thing, I was with older and more sophisticated people. I felt really superior.”36 She said she “hated the mentality of all the jocks . . . On the other hand, I hated the laziness and the sort of . . . spaced outness of everybody that was a pothead or an acid head.” Neither did Madonna have time for boyfriends — or if she did date someone, it didn’t last more than a couple of weeks. “I mean guys didn’t understand me anyway,” she said.37


Academically, however, she remained driven: she loved her French class, Russian history, and English classes. Those teachers had become mother figures to her.38 And she continued her involvement with the school’s theater projects, even founding the Adams High School Thespian Society. But all those activities were in service to one thing — what her brother Marty called the “next phase.” She said, “I didn’t have many friends; I might not have had any friends. But it all turned out good in the end, because when you aren’t popular and you don’t have a social life, it gives you more time to focus on your future.”39


Fellow students remarked that Madonna looked different. She didn’t bother with makeup. She wore her hair short and messy, dressed in strange clothes, and stopped shaving her armpits and legs. People asked one another, “What happened to her?”40 But some of Madonna’s teachers understood and applauded the change. “She was taking dancing lessons after school when a lot of kids were out having cokes and burgers and having a good time,” said guidance counselor Nancy Ryan-Mitchell.41 Said French teacher Carol Lintz,


Something happened to her at this time, and it caused her to no longer think of dance as a social act, but rather as an artistic one. There she would be in the middle of the dance floor at one of those teen dances, by herself, dancing. People would ask me with whom she was dancing. I would answer, no one. Herself. She was dancing with herself. Just for the experience.42


In 1975 Madonna no longer traveled the roads of Rochester on a Schwinn bicycle.43 She had passed her driving test, and her father gave her a red 1966 Mustang. (Christopher said that at that point the family driveway had so many cars it “looked like a parking lot.”)44 Madonna was free, independent, and confident — sometimes too confident. “I’d literally put my hand over her mouth to shut her up,” said her friend Carol Belanger.45


One afternoon, when Madonna and Carol took her car to a nearby gravel pit to swim, bikers began dropping firecrackers on them. “Madonna yelled up and told them to knock it off,” Carol said. “The next thing I knew, one of the biker girls came down and started hitting her in the mouth. We finally got away, but Madonna had a black eye and bruised cheek.”46 Christopher recalled later that day watching Madonna stroll into the house, beaten up, and acting as if nothing had happened. “I’d never seen anything like this,” he said years later. “Her resilience was something that stuck with me. And it’s never left me.”47


Madonna’s new assertiveness spilled over into her interactions with her stepmother. Madonna’s name no longer featured on the chore list that Joan wrote up each morning. Christopher said Joan was afraid of her. Once, when Madonna came home late, he said, Joan slapped her. Madonna responded by doing the unthinkable: she slapped Joan back. Tony took her car keys away for a week and grounded her.48 But the point was made. Madonna at sixteen was, like her older brothers, officially beyond Joan’s control. What Joan didn’t know, what none of the family knew, was that Madonna had become a member of a new family that encouraged and empowered her most audacious self.


As part of her education and because it was a great place to dance, Flynn took Madonna to a brand-new club in Detroit on Six Mile Road, below the city’s racial no‑go line.49 Menjo’s was the first Detroit disco to feature a DJ mixing records. A squat, nondescript industrial structure, it resided in the middle of a neighborhood of single-family homes, art deco apartment buildings, and stately Tudor residences, some of which had been left to ruin in the post-uprising flight from the city. The gay community adopted the area. “It’s not like it’s the Castro District in San Francisco,” said Mike McGuinness, “but it’s as close as you can get in Detroit during that time frame.”50 Menjo’s, local historian Dave Decker said, “became the epicenter of gay life.”51


Once inside the club, Madonna was overwhelmed by what she saw. To the ecstatic sounds of Vicki Sue Robinson’s “Turn the Beat Around” and Hot Chocolate’s “You Sexy Thing,” “men were doing poppers and going crazy,” she said. “They were all dressed really well and were more free about themselves than all the blockhead football players I met in high school.”52 Through the darkness, amid the pinpoint lights of the mirrored disco ball, she could see people of every color, age, and sexual orientation dancing together in what looked like one big undulating embrace. “I said, ‘Oh my God, I’ve found it.’ ”53


Discos like Menjo’s were sanctuaries, places away from rules and laws and reprobation. It was a world confined within four walls, but inside those walls there were no limits. At gay clubs in the 1970s, everyone was a star on the dance floor. Everyone had a particular look that telegraphed a desire or a story. Every night was a party. Every night was experienced as if it were the first and last. Participation required nothing more than a three-dollar entry fee and absolute abandon.


“I’d never been to a club,” Madonna said. “I’d only been to high school dances, and no guys would ever ask me to dance, because they thought I was insane.” She continued,


I felt like such an outsider, a misfit, a weirdo. And suddenly when I went to the gay club, I didn’t feel that way anymore. I just felt at home. I had a whole new sense of myself . . . Until that point, I kept seeing myself through macho heterosexual eyes . . . When Christopher introduced me to this life, I suddenly thought, “That’s not the only way that I have to be.”54


Madonna was unabashed in her fascination with Menjo’s. “There would be boys off in the corner doing, well, everything,” Flynn said, “and she would just walk right up and stare.”55 She hadn’t even really understood what made Flynn so different from other men in her life. She just knew she felt comfortable with him, enjoyed his lifestyle, and loved the way he treated her. And now she found a club full of men like him, and her joy in Christopher’s company was multiplied.


I started spending a lot of time with dancers, and almost every male dancer that I knew was gay. Then I went through another kind of feeling inadequate because I was constantly falling in love with gay men . . . I was so miserable that I wasn’t a man.56


It was at that moment, at the age of sixteen, that Madonna began the love affair with gay dancers that would last throughout her career. And it was at that moment that they began loving her back. “She would clear the floor and we’d just start cutting loose,” Flynn said.57 “God, she was hot . . . She was total fun in that outrageous way. Boys practically knocked each other over to dance with her . . . She was wild, and her wildness excited them.”58


The joy Madonna witnessed at Menjo’s was the result of a revolution. After nearly a century of abuse, shame, and discrimination against gays, some protections were being codified into law. In 1973, the American Psychiatric Association dropped homosexuality from its list of mental disorders. In 1975, the federal government made it illegal to deny government employment to anyone based on sexual orientation. Also in 1975, California struck down its antisodomy law. (Although gay sex acts were still crimes in most states.)59 And by 1976, there was a National Gay Task Force, a Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, and a Gay Rights National Lobby. It’s likely that none of that would have happened if not for an uprising that took place during the early hours of June 28, 1969, in Greenwich Village.


A bouncer at a Mob-owned gay club on Christopher Street called the Stonewall Inn had looked through the peephole to see three policemen poised for a routine harassment raid. Normally, police would check identification, survey clothing for “unnatural attire,” and exchange verbal abuse with the patrons. But a mayoral race was underway, and a new precinct commander wanted to make a show of being tough on homosexuals. Stonewall, with its drag queens, brown and Black teenage boys, and lack of a liquor license, made an easy target.60


That night in June, as the last of the many customers deemed to have broken the law were shuffled into a paddy wagon, police led a handcuffed lesbian toward a patrol car. Whatever the officers’ intentions that night were, a ride in a patrol car rather than a paddy wagon could mean a trip to an alley and a sexual assault by the arresting officers. The woman in the squad car that June fought back by trying to escape. After three unsuccessful attempts, she shouted to the crowd outside the bar, “Why don’t you guys do something?” The scene exploded.61


Some people searching for reasons behind the depth of the passion that night pointed to the full moon; some pointed to Judy Garland’s death. But really, as in all rebellions, there wasn’t a spark. The gay, lesbian, and trans people in the West Village were tired of being harassed and arrested for being who they were. A Stonewall patron said, “Being gay meant feeling hunted.” That night they took a stand, and it became legend.62 A voice shouted, “It’s the revolution,” as stones, beer cans, bottles, even bags of oranges from an Orange Julius store rained down on police.63


On Sunday night, after two days of mayhem, a tenuous truce was reached. The battle of Stonewall had been won. “It felt kind of good not to take that shit anymore,” said Miss Major Griffin-Gracy, a trans woman who was arrested the first night of the uprising. “We aren’t going anywhere; there are no closets to hide in. We burned the house down.” Gay power. Gay rights. Gay love.64 The first Gay Pride marches were held the following year. New York’s began on Christopher Street. That time, the police were there to protect the revelers.65


There is nothing sweeter than freedom experienced by one long deprived of it, and that was the scene Madonna entered — one of sweet freedom. Mike McGuinness, who years later would be a Menjo’s patron, said, “There is a certain magic to your first aha moment, ‘This is my place.’ To a certain extent in life, we’re always trying to capture that in a bottle.”66 Madonna would make a career of reliving the thrill of her introduction to that scene, and she would do her best to bring her audiences along with her.


Aware that she had started studying ballet late, Madonna tried to make up for lost time by taking classes at a college in Detroit that allowed high school students to study dance and rehearse with older students. During her last year at Adams, she went to school in the morning and drove into Detroit in the afternoon.67


Madonna was so eager to leave high school that she finished her studies a semester early, in December of 1975, and danced full-time through the winter in Detroit and at Flynn’s studio. But that was about to change, because Christopher Flynn had been hired to teach at the University of Michigan’s new dance department.68 Flynn and Madonna’s guidance counselor, Nancy Ryan-Mitchell, wanted her to audition for the Michigan program, too.69


It was inevitable that Tony Ciccone would meet Flynn, because he was intervening in Madonna’s life. Tony was also concerned because Madonna wanted her brother Christopher to study dance with Flynn. “I remember my father meeting him and knowing right away that he was gay and having an adverse reaction,” she said. “I remember my father being a little bit weirded-out about that, like a ‘don’t bring him around [your brother]’ type of thing.”70


Christopher Ciccone was two years younger than Madonna and extremely artistic and sensitive. “At that point, I was playing the violin in high school. I was doing some scribbling as an artist. I didn’t think of myself as an artist. It was — a creative need,” he said.71 He also didn’t think of himself as a dancer, but Madonna encouraged him. Christopher called that introduction to Flynn’s school “the greatest gift Madonna has ever given me.”72


In fact, Madonna had sensed that her little brother was special. “He was so beautiful . . . I knew something was different, but it was not clear to me,” Madonna said. It was when Madonna introduced her brother to Flynn that she understood. “I just saw something between them . . . But then I thought, ‘Oh, I get it. Oh, OK. He likes men, too.’ It was this incredible revelation, but I didn’t say anything to my brother yet. I’m not even sure he knew . . . He was still a baby.”73


Christopher Ciccone didn’t know. “I was completely unaware of the world of homosexuality or being gay,” he said. But he was interested in dance, though he was nervous about Tony’s reaction. “My father wanted me to be an engineer, to be a doctor, to be a priest, anything but a dancer,” Christopher said. Madonna promised to work it out with their father. In the meantime, Christopher went with Madonna to downtown Rochester each week to “observe” her class.74 That bit of teenage skullduggery was the beginning of a bond between sister and brother that would produce a rich decades-long artistic collaboration.


After graduating from Adams High in 1976 with the school’s thespian award and a spot on the honor roll, Madonna received a four-year dance scholarship from the University of Michigan.75 She was the first of her siblings to go to college.76 Madonna’s father was “pretty damn proud,” Marty said, but he wasn’t sure if Madonna recognized it. They fought too much, and she felt such anger toward him. Father and daughter were ready for a break from each other, Marty said, and college gave them that distance. The family had high hopes for Madonna as she left for Ann Arbor. “We all knew she was going to really come into her own.”77 Madonna believed it most of all.










Chapter 7


Ann Arbor, 1976–1978


Behind every great man is a great woman, and behind every great woman is a gay man.1


 — Madonna


Ann Arbor was only an hour away from Rochester, but it might as well have been another planet. While Rochester prided itself on being a bastion of conservative America, Ann Arbor trumpeted its reputation as one of the most liberal cities in the United States. It was also home to one of the nation’s most politically radical universities, the place where the national student protests of the 1960s were born.2 Whereas Rochester was cloistered and protected from forces beyond its small borders, Ann Arbor was a way station for a notoriously subversive underground — from feminists to antiwar activists to civil rights heroes — as they traveled the country giving speeches, organizing, and generally raising hell. And though Rochester’s cultural offerings were well regarded, they were mostly tried-and-true productions featuring local talent. By contrast, Ann Arbor and the University of Michigan were favorite and frequent stops for major international cultural figures from across the artistic spectrum. The city and school were, quite simply, an intellectual oasis in the northern snow.


Madonna arrived there in the fall of 1976 and settled into one of the women’s dorms. “That was the deal her dad made: if she wanted to go to Michigan she had to live in an all-girls’ dorm,” said Madonna’s friend Linda Alaniz, now a photographer, who arrived at Ann Arbor that same year to study dance.3 Dancer Peter Kentes remembered walking by the dorms and seeing Madonna hanging out her window shouting greetings to guys on the street below, taunting, teasing, laughing at their surprised reaction, and flirting if they stopped to talk. It wasn’t sex or a boyfriend she was after.4 Hers was an expression of pure joy, of being “shot out of a cannon,” as she would say.5 Without father, stepmother, siblings, church, or classmates to limit her actions and desires, she could do what she wanted, dress as she wanted, be who she wanted. Kentes called her a “wild child.”6


Madonna loved Ann Arbor and wanted to be part of everything: the academics, the art, the performances, the poetry readings, the activist politics, the nightlife. She credited the University of Michigan with introducing her to a lifelong passion, foreign films.7 “I fell in love with people like Resnais, movies like Hiroshima Mon Amour . . . Pasolini’s films. I watched all the Visconti films, and Buñuel . . . and De Sica.”8 At that point, the university offered her the best of all possible worlds. It contained all the ingredients necessary to satisfy her insatiable appetite for knowledge and her equally insatiable appetite for fun.


The university had had a dance program for many years, but only in 1974 did it establish a dance department. When Madonna arrived, two years later, the department had fewer than one hundred students, and the official dance building wasn’t ready, so the students worked in an old gymnasium that was so decrepit it was overrun with mice. But in early 1977, the new building opened, and it became a protective and creatively nurturing ecosystem within the larger university. “Students pretty much lived here,” Peter Sparling, the dance professor, said.9


The building looked like a small high school, with two levels and four large dance studios. All the students — graduate and undergraduate alike — crowded together in the halls, locker rooms, offices, and lounge. The lounge was where Peter Kentes first saw Madonna. He was a twenty-five-year-old graduate student who had been living in Los Angeles, trying to make it as a dancer. She was an eighteen-year-old freshman who had just left home. Despite their differences, they became friends because they were both Christopher Flynn’s favorites. Especially Madonna. Peter said Flynn loved her and used her to demonstrate how he wanted a dance performed.10


Each day Madonna had two ninety-minute dance classes — ballet and modern — plus classes in dance composition, dance history, the study of movement, and art history. In order for a dancer to earn a degree, one-quarter of his or her course load had to be academic.11 But the focus of Madonna’s life was Flynn’s class. He created a blueprint that Madonna would rely on and return to later in her own work.


Flynn was a tyrant about technique, about mastering the basics until they became second nature. And yet, he said, his main goal was “to get people to stop playing it safe.”12 Madonna, too, would be meticulous to the point of obsession about practice, about working out every single detail of a performance in advance. But that meticulousness, a kind of creative insurance policy, was always in the service of risk. It allowed her to take risks. In those early days at Michigan, however, her risks seemed more prank than artistry.


Madonna, whom some students called Maddie, was a self-described ham. “I did everything I could to get attention and be the opposite of everyone else,” she said. Amid dancers trained in a strict ballet tradition — pristine tights and leotard, hair in buns — she ripped her leotards, wore her short hair randomly chopped and intentionally messy, burped loudly during pliés, and, when it was hot, wondered why she couldn’t just dance in a bra.13


“She was beautiful, and she had this kind of energy that was like, ‘Look at me,’ ” Linda Alaniz said.


One time, our Afro dance instructor . . . asked for dancers to perform in a church. During our rehearsal, the first thing Madonna does is walk up to the pulpit, pick up the microphone and . . . start singing at the top of her lungs, “Good golly Miss Molly, sure like to ball.” We were all laughing, and the teacher went ballistic: “Get down from there right now, that’s sacrilegious.” She loved being the center of attention. There were so many sides of her that she wanted to get out there and even back then, she would recreate herself on a daily basis.14


Peter Kentes said that Madonna was unusual, if not unique. Once, her family visited her at school dressed for a Sunday outing, and Peter could see that she wasn’t at all like them. But then he realized “she wasn’t like us either.” As a hobby, Peter cast horoscopes and offered to do Madonna’s. What emerged was something he’d never seen in the hundred or so charts he’d read: the signs pointed unmistakably to fame and fortune. When he told Madonna, she replied blandly, “I know.”15


Madonna wasted no time in finding her way around Ann Arbor. She had various jobs and, through them, became acquainted with town life. One of her most important discoveries was a gay disco. Located literally on the other side of the tracks, the Rubaiyat — or, in local speak, the Rube — was far enough from campus to feel like outlaw territory.


That year, 1977, disco was in its heterosexual heyday: Saturday Night Fever was a box-office hit, and discos had gone mainstream. But that didn’t mean clubs were no longer transgressive. The Rube was, and Madonna went there often. “We’d dance, like, eight hours a day, eat, have a little nap, and go to the Rubaiyat until it closed,” Linda said. “It was a safe place to go because you could just dance. You didn’t have to worry about creepy guys picking you up, because it was a gay bar.”16


Madonna never had money and was always scrounging for food, according to Kentes. She was very small and very thin, as per Flynn’s directives.17 But the overall impression Madonna gave was one of sinewy strength: she had muscled arms and legs and a powerful will that felt almost tangible. “She worked really hard, but she played really hard,” Kentes said.18


The Michigan dance department was a seedbed for New York companies. Madonna’s dream was to dance with Alvin Ailey, and that year her dream seemed less fanciful: she learned that Ailey offered a six-week summer program. With Christopher Flynn’s support, she applied for a scholarship. One possible hitch — she needed to audition in New York. That problem was solved with the help of a local hairdresser and future dance student named Mark Dolengowski, whom Madonna had befriended while working at a pizzeria. Dolengowski agreed to take her on a whirlwind journey in his father’s car across six hundred miles of winter roads in February in a single weekend so Madonna could return to school on Monday. “I remember it was a sixteen-hour trip,” he said. “And I did all the driving.”19


Madonna was accepted into the Ailey program.20 “So all I needed to do was get some ditsy-esque job somewhere so I could pay my rent,” she said. “When you live with dancers, you live like ten people in one dinky apartment and your rent’s like twenty-five dollars a month.”21 She found a spot on the Upper East Side that suited her needs and prepared to live for the summer in the only city that mattered for an artist.22 But the municipality that eighteen-year-old Madonna Ciccone discovered in June of 1977 was a dystopian nightmare.


New York in the mid- and late 1970s was the scene of so many horrendous crimes that the police department distributed public-service handouts warning tourists not to leave their hotels after dark. The brochures were part of a police union action designed to win concessions from the city, but the messages on them were true.23 During the summer of 1977, the hell that was New York had never looked so frightening.


It was the summer of the Son of Sam murders, committed by an assailant who terrorized the city by preying on random couples, especially those that included young women with brown hair.24 “Everyone was freaked out and I was worried about her,” Dolengowski said.25 It was also the summer when Puerto Rican nationalists exploded bombs in midtown.26 And that was on top of the shootings, stabbings, tens of thousands of burglaries, and more than five thousand rapes recorded that year. Amid a crippling fiscal crisis and a police department overstretched by the Son of Sam case, one writer said, “Downtown was almost unpoliced.”27


Then, at 9:36 p.m. on July 13, New York City went dark. A lightning strike triggered a series of outages that plunged the city into darkness. With the power out for twenty-five hours, the streets erupted in an orgy of arson and looting that resulted in the largest mass arrest in New York’s history: nearly four thousand people were thrown in jail.28


If Madonna was frightened by the mayhem, her fear didn’t diminish her ambition. She worked through the noise and the crime, driving herself to the point of exhaustion in the dance studio.29 She left the city at the end of the program determined to return and become a leading dancer. “Once I got a taste of New York, I knew I had to be there,” she said.30 But before she did, she needed to hone her skills.31 Arriving back in Ann Arbor, she also needed a place to live.


Whitley Setrakian was a New York City kid to the marrow. She had spent her childhood in a one-bedroom apartment on First Avenue in midtown. Her father, actor Ed Setrakian, moved out when Whit was a toddler, and she lived with her mother, an actor turned teacher. When Whit was eighteen, she left the city to go to college upstate at Brockport to study dance. Two years later, she and two male dancer friends transferred to the University of Michigan, a “real place” that produced real dancers.32


They found a two-bedroom tenth-floor apartment that would be affordable if they could find a fourth roommate. University Towers, as it was called, was a nineteen-story concrete box along a street of shops, restaurants, and bars not far from the dance building.33 (The Towers’ only claim to fame or art or anything other than academic desolation at that point was that Iggy Pop had lived there in 1970 to be closer to his heroin connection.)34 Whit called the place a “sin against God” but moved in anyway and began searching for a fourth “victim” to share the space.35


“Someone said, ‘Oh, there’s a girl in the department who’s looking for a roommate, too.’ I remember the first time she came over, she was a little intimidating to me,” Whit recalled. “She had a shirt on that was all cut up like she had taken scissors and cut it up on purpose. She sat on the couch opposite me and kind of just took over the room.” Whit was struck by this younger newcomer’s huge green eyes and her beauty. She found herself thinking it was terrifying and didn’t know if she could live with it. Despite her reservations, Whit was overruled. Madonna moved in on September 9, 1977, at the start of her sophomore year.36


Madonna had a year on Whit in Ann Arbor, and she was able to show her the town’s hidden secrets. Gradually, the two young women became close friends, if not a little like sisters. Madonna made Whit feel like they were “allies.” They smoked pot together in a dance-building storage area they christened Zeet Lounge. They both had jobs at Miller’s Ice Cream (on the stipulation that they wear bras). “In the basement of Miller’s is where they kept all the food,” Whitley said. “We would go down and get frozen fish and cans of soup . . . so that’s what we lived on.” When Whit got a job modeling for life-drawing classes, Madonna did, too, because it paid so well.37


And, of course, Madonna took Whit to the Rube. It was Whit’s first gay club, and once there, Madonna insisted that Whit dance with her. As they did, everyone in the disco stopped to watch. “Just by dancing, Madonna’s made herself the vortex of the room. There’s nothing unusual about what she’s doing,” Whit said. “It’s how, it’s the intent, it’s the charge . . . Madonna’s a complicated person . . . and her dancing mirrors that.”38


The roommates were also allies during quiet times. Whit had come to believe that Madonna was “perhaps the smartest person I know,” in part because she was such a good listener. The two had conversations about everything: Whit’s hometown, New York; the state of the world; school — in short, their lives, including the most intimate parts of them.


Whit, for example, introduced Madonna to masturbation, which Madonna tried to her delight and wonder.39 “I’d had intercourse before I understood” masturbation, she said years later.40 They referred to it jokingly as “the nightly ritual” and talked about it for hours.41 They also talked about sex with women: Madonna said she had kissed a gorgeous woman with callused hands who played the conga drum for their class. And they talked about men because the two were, according to Whit, sexual “neophytes” despite their “big talk and freewheeling behavior.” There was much to discuss on that confusing subject.42


The sexual liberation of the 1960s and early 1970s wasn’t really a woman’s sexual liberation. The terms of women’s emancipation had always belonged to men. And because men were happy with the new, less restrictive sexual landscape, and because they controlled the social and cultural messaging, the fictional narrative that women were as free as men to have the sexual life they wanted was accepted as fact.


In truth, that tale was a pernicious lie that risked undermining all the other gains women had made, because if a woman didn’t have the right to her own body, to say yes or no, then what did she have? Feminist Robin Morgan described the state of postliberation women best:


The invention of the Pill made millions for drug companies, made guinea pigs of us, and made us all the more “available” as sexual objects; if a woman didn’t want to go to bed with a man now, she must be hung up. It was inconceivable, naturally, that she might not like the man, or the Pill, or for that matter, sex. We know that “hip culture” and “radical lifestyle”— whatever those mean — have been hip and radical for the men, but filled with the same old chores, harassment, and bottling‑up of inner rage for the women.43


Madonna’s generation matured at a time when women were independent, strong, and able to imagine a future of their own choice. But no one told those young women and girls the bad news: their sexual desires were still secondary to a man’s. Young women would be left to discover that when faced with the real-life dilemma of whether to have sex.


Whit said that she and Madonna spent “a fair amount of time” discussing that weird stomachache you get when you know some guy expects you to have sex.


Even if you kind of want to, the fact that he expects it makes you immediately part of this universal sisterhood of reluctance. Women in the rice paddies. Women in the Amazon. Women in Siberia. Me and Maddie in the Dance Department. We are all one in those moments, liking, perhaps, the flirtation and the foreplay, not so sure about all the fluids and the soreness and the ineptitude of them and the danger of the babies.44


Whit’s conclusion: “It’s all very complicated.” Madonna’s was less sanguine. She declared the situation “fucked up.”45


Whit went away over the Christmas break, and while she was gone, Madonna worked in the dance studio every day except Christmas, when she went home for a “tense and anxious” visit with her family. After her summer in New York, driven by a dream to return there, she rarely took a day off, even in snowstorms, when no one else was in the dance building. During term time, if she went out until 2:00 a.m., Madonna would still be up at eight and “in class before everyone else, warming up,” Whit said.46 She worked so hard that her spine was bruised from sit-ups, and she injured and reinjured her hip but danced through the pain.47


Before the holidays, Madonna had begun mentioning a guy named Stephen Bray, who tended bar at the Blue Frogge, around the corner from University Towers.48 He was twenty-one, from Detroit, and planned to study at the renowned Berklee College of Music, in Boston. “He was real cute. Someone all soulful and funky looking, you couldn’t help but notice,” Madonna said.49 Bray had noticed Madonna, too. The Blue Frogge, he said, “had the whole 1977 disco hustle Saturday Night Fever thing going on and she came in to dance with some friends.”50 His first impression on meeting her was that “I had encountered a force of nature.”51 “She stood out, quite. Her energy was really apparent. What direction she should put that energy in hadn’t been settled, but it was definitely there.”52


In Madonna’s account of their initial encounter, she often said she offered to buy Bray a drink, a memory he disputed, saying, “It was the other way around.”53 Whoever bought that drink, in Steve Bray Madonna had met her first important musical collaborator. In a few years, he would join her in New York, and together they would create many of the early songs that for some people still define “Madonna.”


Using Whit’s identification to get into the club, Madonna hung around the bar while Steve worked, and she watched his band play around town. It wasn’t a cover band; the Cost of Living played original material. Madonna told Whit with “NO SHIT” excitement that all the songs were worth recording.54 Bray appreciated Madonna, too. He said she came to the band’s gigs “dancing up a storm, and of course creating her own. In fact, I wonder if some people didn’t come to our shows ’cause they knew she would be there dancing.”55


The friendship turned into a romance at a time when interracial dating was still rare, even on an enlightened campus like Ann Arbor.56 For Madonna and Steve, that was not an issue in the slightest. What was, was the familiar problem of birth control, which in those “liberated” times fell to the woman to work out. Madonna was broke. The rent and electric bills were due; her roommates were out of town, and she needed $35 to get a diaphragm from Planned Parenthood. She decided to ignore the bills and take what money she had to the clinic, walking three miles in a blizzard, “feet like frozen turds, tears streaming from [my] eyes, and 3 hours of anxious waiting.” Once inserted, the device presented a new kind of worry. Madonna became a member of the sisterhood of reluctant women.57


“Now that I had my diaphragm we could fuck all the time — I haven’t an excuse not to. Do I want to fuck all the time? Boy this subject really causes me a lot of anxieties,” Madonna wrote to Whit. The sex, when she and Steve had it, was “much better than I thought it would be,” she wrote. But she didn’t want to “do it all the time like every other seemingly normal person wants to do.” Madonna admitted that she liked Steve “more and more each day” and that seemed in her mind at odds with an active sexual relationship.58 It was as if she feared that once the relationship became sexual, it would be only sexual, and that was so excruciatingly one-dimensional.


Bray, for his part, took a cautious attitude toward the affair. He thought perhaps Madonna considered him a novelty. “ ‘He’s interesting, he’s a musician, that’s different. I’m used to dancers and poetry students and that sort of thing, but this is different — I kinda like it,’ ” he imagined her thinking. “We were having a little bit of a friendship there and suddenly she was gone.”59


When Whit returned to Ann Arbor, she and Madonna were selected to be in the annual end‑of‑year performance at the university’s Power Center theater. It was a boost to Madonna’s ego as well as a thrill because of the intense preparation: late nights working with lighting, sets, and sound, “practicing on the massive space, making sure we can function in the bright lights and not fall into the orchestra pit,” Whit recalled.60


Collaboration of that sort, which would form such a crucial part of all Madonna’s future work, was part of her training in Michigan. Dance professor Peter Sparling said,


Madonna, I think, was raised in that tradition, where dancers also had to choreograph or work with choreographers, work with costume designers, work with set designers, work with musicians, lighting designers . . . That was definitely invested in her here.61


Despite all that activity, however exhilarating, Madonna felt anxious. She said Ann Arbor had come to feel too much like a “home away from home.”62 She wasn’t independent enough to develop the mental and spiritual strength and maturity she needed to truly take charge of her life.63 “Those were good days,” she said. “But I knew my stay at Michigan was short term. To me, I was just fine-tuning my technique.”64


Christopher Flynn also recognized that she was ready for a new challenge in a new place.65 He told her to go. To drop out of school. To go to New York.66 “He made me push myself,” Madonna said. “He was constantly putting all that stuff about New York in my ear. I was hesitant and my father and everyone was against it, but he really said, ‘Go for it.’ ”67


Tony Ciccone was dead set against it. “I recall some pretty bad scenes,” said her older brother Marty. The idea that she would forgo a scholarship to go to New York — to do what? — was unthinkable to her father. He even said at one point, “You drop out of school, you’ll no longer be my daughter.” To which Madonna replied, “Fine, but when I’m famous, will I be your daughter again?” He said, “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it . . . if we come to it.” “Oh, we’ll come to it, all right,” she said.68 Tony’s final word was, according to Madonna, “Well, you don’t have my blessing and I’m not going to finance it so . . . you’re on your own.”69


As she weighed her next move, Madonna considered the naysayers at home and school versus the urgency of her art-fueled dreams, but there was really no contest. Girls are usually advised what not to do in order to protect themselves. Boys are told what they can do to get ahead. Madonna never accepted the girlie route. And in any case, if she wanted to be somebody, she needed to take a leap — and quickly — into the unknown. Kentes said, in general, Madonna didn’t waste time.70


In the spring, Whit told Madonna she was considering a trip to Oregon for the summer to join the “long-hair element.” That was when Madonna dropped her own bomb: she was leaving Michigan for New York. From her jobs, she had been saving money, which she kept hidden in a book of New York City Ballet photos. Whit recalled Madonna saying, “I’ve got almost enough for a ticket . . . and I think I can get someone to loan me the rest. So I’m gonna go and take all the classes I can take.” When asked if she was coming back, Madonna said she wasn’t sure, but she didn’t think so.71


The two friends shared one last outing before they both left town, bicycling in June to a river swimming hole. Madonna rode ahead, coasting downhill with no hands along the Huron River toward their destination. Once there, joints were smoked, clothes were shed, and a day was spent blissfully in the water. And then, back in Ann Arbor, Madonna and Whit climbed a fire ladder onto the roof of a nearby building to take in the view.


As the sun set, they put their arms around each other and danced, crazy dances, end‑of‑school-year dances, until it was time to go. Before they did, though, Whit remembered a childhood ritual. When she and her mother were on the roof of their building, she would drop a penny down a pipe for good luck. She and Madonna both did it that day. And then it was over. Their school life together had ended. “If this is the last real day we spend together, well, that’s okay — it’s a good one,” Whit thought.72 In fact, it was their last day in Michigan, but not their last day together. They would meet again in New York.


Peter Kentes had a car, so Madonna called him to bum a ride to the airport. He and Christopher Flynn picked her up at the dance building, where she stood waiting with a bag, a small suitcase, and a large doll. “She was a little nervous, you could tell,” Peter said. No one from her family was at the airport to see her off as she walked away toward her next adventure. But Christopher Flynn was. He believed she would “make it big,” said Linda Alaniz, which in a way meant he would, too. Flynn lived vicariously through Madonna. In the car that day he turned to Peter and said with a mixture of hope, sadness, and admiration, “There goes our little Madonna.”73 And then she was gone.
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Chapter 8


New York, Paris, 1978–1979


Look what can happen in this country, they’d say. A girl lives in some out‑of‑the-way town for nineteen years . . . and ends up steering New York like her own private car.1


 — Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar


Imagine Madonna at nineteen standing curbside at LaGuardia Airport: petite, rail-thin, excited, bewildered, and more than a little afraid, dressed in a heavy coat despite the summer heat and carrying a big doll and a small suitcase. And imagine the jaded taxi driver flipping on the meter for the one-way trip to her destiny after hearing where she wanted him to take her: “to the middle of everything.”2 Without a doubt, he had seen other girls like her coming from nowhere on their way to someplace, girls who had taken a detour into the netherworld of New York. There was nothing to indicate that Madonna wouldn’t be one of them. In fact there was every reason to believe that was the only place she could go. She was too young, too naive, too eager. She would be eaten alive. And so he took this little lost girl to Times Square, where she’d probably end up anyway. Forty-Second Street: the “porn capital of America,” as the city’s former mayor Abe Beame called it.3


Sin. Sex. Girls, Girls, Girls. Nudes. Private Booths. Sexual Aids. Red. At night, everything was red: the signs, the blinking lights, the silhouettes of naked women’s bodies, the real women and the occasional male hustler standing in doorways in that infernal glow, all speaking the patois of seduction. And movies. Movies were big after Deep Throat made porn flicks mainstream and more profitable than many Hollywood productions. Movie marquees all promised X ratings — triple X if you were up for it.4


Even in the daylight, when Times Square was blanched and filthy, Madonna would have recognized the place for what it was — hell or something pretty close to it. She had just taken her first plane trip and her first taxi ride, and they had brought her there. “I can’t believe how frightened I was when I look back at it,” she said.5


The massive scale of New York took my breath away . . . I felt like a warrior plunging my way through the crowds to survive . . . I was poised for survival . . . But I was also scared shitless and freaked out by the smell of piss and vomit everywhere.6


There was only one thing to do, untethered and alone as she was. “I walked. I looked up and walked,” she said.7 With $35 left (about $140 in 2023) from the money she had saved for her trip, she wandered east along 42nd Street to Lexington Avenue, where she came upon an outdoor street market bustling during a sunny summer afternoon. “I’m sure I looked like a hick,” she said.8


Soon she noticed that she had attracted a shadow. A man was following her. “I said hi to him and he said, ‘Why are you walking around with a winter coat and a suitcase?’ And I said, ‘I just got off the plane.’ ” He asked her why she didn’t bring her things home instead of lugging them around the market, and she told him she didn’t have a home.9


“The angels were protecting me,” Madonna told Howard Stern years later about what happened next.10 The stranger, who she thought was in his late twenties, offered to let her sleep at his place while she got her bearings in New York. Madonna accepted. She stayed with the man, sometimes she said for five days, sometimes two weeks.11 “I learned later that I couldn’t be so open, but it was just my luck that I met a really nice guy. And he didn’t touch me.” As soon as she found dance students to share a place with, she moved in with them.12


Madonna was back at the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, which was formed in 1958 by Ailey as a small troupe of Black modern dancers. As it celebrated its twentieth anniversary, in 1978, the company had moved from the fringe to international renown.13 Madonna didn’t survive the first round of auditions, but eventually she won a work-study scholarship to join the troupe’s third-tier company — or, as one writer called it, the equivalent of “the sub-junior-varsity team.”14 It was a start. “My calculation was that I knew I had to apply myself and work. And that devotion — and that ambition and that courage — was going to take me to the next step,” she explained.15


The Ailey courses didn’t begin until the fall, so Christopher Flynn advised her to go to the annual American Dance Festival, which had moved that year to Durham, North Carolina. Madonna auditioned and won a scholarship to attend.16


The ADF was a six-week intensive summer program in modern dance during which students interacted with the best dancers in the world by day and saw performances by the best companies at night.17 It was a place to learn and make connections, which Madonna did. She took class that summer with Pearl Lang.18


It wasn’t their first encounter. Madonna had met Lang in Michigan, where the older woman had been an artist in residence. Lang remembered Madonna from that time as “this very thin, dark little girl, pushing herself around, working very hard.”19 She did the same in Durham. At the end of the summer, Madonna asked Lang, “Do you think you’re going to need any dancers in New York?”20 Surprised by Madonna’s directness, Lang said she was always looking for an understudy. Madonna expressed interest and Lang went home and forgot about her.21


Madonna, too, returned to New York, where she began what would be four years of rootlessness, seemingly moving every month or two from one rented space or squat to another. Most of them were rooms in other people’s apartments. Some of them were mere portions of a room — a mattress on the floor. And all of them were wretched in a way that was peculiar to New York: stinking of the street, cigarettes, and past tenants; full of mold and soot; covered in grime and alive with cockroaches.


At the start of her New York sojourn, Madonna seemed to live mostly on the West Side, in places like West Harlem and Hell’s Kitchen.22 Home — or the place where she slept — wasn’t important. Home was the dance studio. And in the early fall of 1978, that was at the Ailey School. “I thought I was in a production of Fame. Everyone was Hispanic or black, and everyone wanted to be a star,” she said.23


Madonna’s mood alternated between euphoria and depression. “The whole place was so intimidating,” she said.


I’d go to Lincoln Center, sit by the fountain and just cry. I’d write in my journal and pray to have even one friend. Even in the dance school, most of the kids on scholarship were inner-city kids who had a much different temperament than I did. I was kind of off to myself in a little corner. I had been used to being the big fish in the little pond [in Michigan] and all of a sudden, I was a nobody. I longed for that familiarity and being on top of everything.24


She had two forms of solace: dance and reading. Her social life, such as it was, revolved around classical music concerts in the park and performances at Lincoln Center. “I didn’t know anything about pop culture in New York,” she said of those earliest days.25 Through it all, however, she still believed that “something was gonna happen. I wasn’t really sure what shape it was going to take.”26 Her goal was to “conquer” the city.27


While at the Ailey School, Madonna said, she was told “that if I wanted to master Ailey’s technique, I should really study at the Graham School . . . Needless to say, I arrived there within twenty-four hours of receiving this information.” She joined beginners’ classes and was “entranced” by what she found. It was the opposite of the Ailey atmosphere, where students hungry for glory dreamed of the bright lights and applause. At the Martha Graham School, Madonna found a conventlike environment. “The studios were spartan, minimalist,” she said. “Everyone whispered, so the only sounds you heard were the music and the instructors, and they spoke to you only when you were fucking up.” Though the technique was “physically brutal,” she was excited by the challenge. “I was learning something new every day. I was on my way.”28


Madonna longed to meet Graham herself. There were rumors that the eighty-four-year-old legend, who still choreographed dances, roamed the building and that she sometimes sat in on classes. After positioning herself to no avail in all the logical places where she might serendipitously meet Graham, Madonna ran into her one morning while sneaking out of class to use the toilet. “I heaved open the heavy door to the hallway, stepped outside the classroom, and there she was, right in front of me, staring into my face.”29


Madonna had violated what she called the “cardinal rule . . . No one ever left the tomblike classrooms until classes were over! [Graham] stopped dead in her tracks to see who the violator was. I was paralyzed.” Madonna had rehearsed what she might say if she ever met Graham, how she might “win her over.” But upon encountering her in the flesh, the girl her family called “the Mouth” was at a loss for words. “This was my first true encounter with a goddess. A warrior. A survivor. Someone not to be fucked with. Before I could clear my throat, she was gone . . . I was left shaking in my leotard.”30


Like other young dancers, Madonna took class with as many different types of teachers as she could. One of them was Marcus Schulkind, a dancer and choreographer trained in the Graham technique whom she met during her summer in Durham. Schulkind’s studio at the time was on Great Jones Street, in NoHo, then a drug-infested downtown wasteland that was also home to some of the most cutting-edge and underground work across the arts. Schulkind said of Madonna,


She was really a brilliant dancer. I tell you this truly. She was musical, she had a great sense of line, she had really strong technique . . . [and] she reeked of potential. If you even saw her, you could see that . . . Once you started to have some contact with her . . . you just kind of went, “Wow.”31


He considered Madonna already a “semiprofessional. So what’s holding her back is some of the attitude she had . . . the unbelievable snippiness and comebacks that she would come up with in dealing with other people’s power.” Schulkind said studios in those days still operated as they had in the time of Balanchine. “The choreographer is God, and you should be happy to bow down to them, and there wasn’t an atom of that in Madonna.”32


Since her arrival in New York that July, Madonna had been hoping to make inroads into the dance world in a capacity other than that of student.33 The competition, however, was ferocious, and Madonna was at a disadvantage — not just because of her attitude but also because her fellow students were mere teenagers. In August, she had turned twenty, which seemed ancient in the beginners classes at the Graham School and in the third-tier at Ailey. She had no time to waste. Her most important connection to date had been with Pearl Lang, so it was to Lang that Madonna went to see if she could join her company.


The Village Voice described Lang as “one of the few dancers it is safe to call great.” She was the daughter of Jewish immigrants who had fled persecution after the Russian Revolution and settled in Chicago. In 1941, Lang began studying with Martha Graham in New York and in 1942 joined her company.34


Though Lang would continue to dance with Graham for decades, she formed her own company in 1952 and choreographed her own works. Most of her dances explored Jewish themes. Many of them derived from Yiddish literature, which she expressed with an emotional range that ran the gamut from abject despair to religious ecstasy. Lang described the essence of her work as the search for God.35 The intellectuality, spirituality, and passion of Lang’s dances, not to mention the rigor of the work, all appealed to young Madonna.


In November, Lang was teaching a class when Madonna suddenly appeared.36 She welcomed her as a student but quickly recognized that she was “exceptional” and began to incorporate her into her own productions. It was Madonna’s first paid dancing job in New York. Said Lang,


She was very talented — very fragile, but fierce. Many people can do the acrobatics required, but she had a poetic quality about her . . . [She had] the power, the intensity, to go beyond mere physical performance into something more exciting.37


To supplement Madonna’s dance income, Lang found her a job in the cloakroom at the Russian Tea Room, where she could earn a few dollars and get a meal.38 “I’m pretty sure that was the one decent meal she was getting.”39 But Madonna soon lost that job in a test of wills over her clothing. “I got fired for wearing fishnets,” she explained.40 Rather than be disappointed, Lang was amused. “I was fond of her for her arrogance, her hunger, and her spunk. Nothing fazed her. She was going to do something, and nothing was going to get in her way.”41


In the late fall, Madonna attended a party at the Upper West Side apartment Lang shared with her husband, actor Joseph Wiseman. The place was full of dancers and friends of dancers. One of them was a young man named Norris Burroughs. He watched Madonna dancing at Lang’s place to the Village People’s “Y.M.C.A.” It was impossible to ignore her, even in a room full of exhibitionists. At one point she did a grand jeté (a midair leap with her legs spread), landed on all fours, and stretched her body like a cat. “It was one of the most subtly sexual things I’d ever seen,” he said. She was also notable because of her outfit: a turquoise pullover and orange leopard-print tights.42


Later in the kitchen, as she and Burroughs introduced themselves, a fellow who overheard her name said, “You mean like Lady Madonna?” to which Madonna said, “Get lost! I hate that shit! Every idiot says that!” Then she turned to Burroughs and said, “Do you have anything original to say?” He was shocked and excited by her boldness, even more so when she called him the next day. Madonna and Burroughs became an item.43


By the time Burroughs met Madonna, she was no longer a terrified refugee washed up in New York. In a few short months, she had found a circle of friends from dance studios around the city and had adapted to New York’s pace and style. She had become a New Yorker. The town’s intensity matched her own; the opportunities on offer were plentiful enough to satisfy her wildest dreams. And, after the initial shock of entry, the city even felt familiar. The writer Giuliana Muscio once described New York as “the largest ‘Italian city’ in the world.”44 And Madonna was in the deepest sense an Italian girl. New York felt like — was — home.


Whitley Setrakian had come back to the city that early fall for a family visit and discovered just how entrenched Madonna was. “I fucking belong here,” Whit recalled Madonna saying. “Every day I’m here in this city I can’t stop thinking of all the days I haven’t been here. I feel like I’m running a race and everyone’s had a head start.” When the subject of returning to Michigan came up, Madonna shot back, “No way, lady.” Physically, too, she was a new Madonna. Her short, chopped hair was longer. She wore a large men’s white T‑shirt and Bermuda shorts, belt tight at the waist, battered Adidas, and sunglasses. “I’ve never seen her so happy and sure,” Whit admitted.45


On the night of Whit and Madonna’s reunion, Whit’s father, Ed Setrakian, invited them and one of their former Ann Arbor roommates to meet him at the actor’s hangout Joe Allen, at the edge of Broadway. Ed was a stalwart of the New York acting scene. He’d been in movies and on Broadway and had written and directed plays. Three years earlier he had landed a role in the Robert Redford–Faye Dunaway thriller, Three Days of the Condor. He knew everyone and everything about the business.46


As they sat in a booth at the restaurant, where Madonna was making spitballs of her napkin and calling Mr. Setrakian Ed, though she’d just met him, Whit noticed him watching the door, as if waiting for someone. Then Whit saw who that someone was. Ed’s old friend Al Pacino walked into Joe Allen and over to their table. “I thought it would be a neat idea to have Al come and join us,” Ed said, recalling that night. “He likes to do things like that.”47


Even Madonna was disarmed and temporarily stopped misbehaving. Sitting at their table was Al Pacino — post Serpico, Dog Day Afternoon, The Godfather, and The Godfather Part II. He wasn’t just an actor. He was the actor. Whit said that when Madonna greeted Pacino, she softened her pronunciation of the letter a and dragged out the l in his name to say, knowingly, “Hello, Ahllllll.” She then unwrapped a stick of gum and ate it in slow, deliberate, bite-size portions. “I think the idea here,” Whit said, “is to call attention to her mouth.”48


Later, after the group had left Joe Allen and returned there, Madonna produced a pink plastic bubble-mix container out of her dance bag and began blowing bubbles. By that point, she had absorbed Ed Setrakian and Al Pacino into her circle of friends and excitedly invited them to a party at a club the following Tuesday. And with that, the evening was over. Ed offered to drive everyone home in his old Toyota convertible.49


Madonna was the first to be dropped off, at a building on Riverside Drive. She kissed Whit and their former roommate, hugged Ed, and poked her head in on Pacino’s side to tell him she had enjoyed meeting him. An hour later Ed, laughing so hard he could barely speak, called Whit to convey what Al had told him: “That friend of your daughter’s stuck her tongue in my ear! When we were driving home, she leaned over and stuck her tongue in my ear!” Having seen much worse behavior in his travels, Ed said of Madonna, “I thought she was delightful.”50


The apartment where Madonna was deposited after Joe Allen was a five- or six-room shared space in a beautiful prewar building, but she told Norris Burroughs that she wanted to move out because her roommate was pressuring her for sex. Her next place, into which she moved in December of 1978, was another shared apartment, this time on West 125th Street near the subway, in Harlem. That lasted for around a month, until she moved into a New York University building. Again, that stay was short, and she went from living in a building with a Picasso sculpture in the courtyard to a tenement in Hell’s Kitchen.51 Madonna called the place “seedy. I kept getting mistaken for a hooker.”52


Just as she lived anyplace she could, Madonna worked at any crummy job she could find. But one steady source of income was posing for artists. Burroughs said Madonna was a regular model at an open drawing class on Greene Street, in SoHo, and he attended some of the sessions. “It seemed to me that she was getting hit on a lot by horny artists, and she certainly was getting a lot of offers to pose privately.”53 Painter Anthony Panzera became one of Madonna’s private clients. “This was her livelihood,” he said. “She made a big ten dollars an hour.”54 It didn’t seem to him that Madonna had a home, only a series of phone numbers where she might be reached. He called her a “vagabond.”55


Not until Madonna had been in New York for a few months did her father call to say he wanted to come and see her.56 It was clear from their conversations that he still didn’t understand what she was doing. “First I was a dancer, and I would call him and say, ‘Well, I’m dancing’ . . . He’s a sensible guy, and what’s dancing to him?” she said. “He can’t imagine that you can make a living from it or work at it or be proud of it or think of it as an accomplishment. He could never really be supportive about it.”57


Madonna didn’t think his understanding would improve if he saw how and where she lived. “The apartment was crawling with cockroaches. There were winos in the hallway. The entire place smelled like stale beer,” she said. She didn’t want him to come. He did anyway and took her to dinner at an Italian restaurant, with the goal of persuading her to move home and finish school. “What’s going to happen if this fool’s dream of yours doesn’t work out?” he asked her. She said she was staying and to leave her alone. Reluctantly, he did.58


Madonna’s work with Pearl Lang intensified in the early months of 1979, but she had begun to feel that she had learned all she could from Lang.59 In fact, she had even started to question whether she wanted to be a dancer at all.60


I had to dare myself every day to keep going . . . I wondered if it was all worth it, but then I would pull myself together and look at a postcard of Frida Kahlo taped to my wall, and the sight of her mustache consoled me.61


By the spring of 1979, she decided to try a fresh direction and began reading trade publications in search of jobs on the stage or in film.62 In a city full of people pounding the pavement, traveling between dreams and dejection, she joined the “cattle call” at auditions for roles she had only a passing interest in but tried out for because you never know: an artist must leave space for possibility. And in any case, it was part of the learning process.


“Most of the people auditioning were much more professional than I was,” Madonna said. “They brought sheet music, and they’d give it to the piano player, and I would just wing it and sing songs I knew from the radio, like an Aretha Franklin song.”63 No callbacks, no jobs. Madonna summed up the period with one word: “Discouraging.”64


Meanwhile, tensions in Lang’s studio increased as it became clear that Madonna’s interest in dance had waned. She missed class to attend auditions; she bristled at Lang’s direction. Lang retaliated against Madonna’s disrespect by being more critical of her and forcing her to repeat steps again and again until in one instance Madonna slammed her head against the wall and shouted, “Is that better?”65


In late April, after not seeing him for several months, Madonna ran into Norris Burroughs on 34th Street, and he invited her to a May Day party in Tribeca. The party’s cohost was a friend of his named Dan Gilroy. “Sounds groovy,” Madonna said.66


Gilroy was an artist who worked with Burroughs at a T‑shirt shop on St. Mark’s Place, but his real love was music. He and his brother Ed rented an abandoned synagogue in Queens and performed as the Acme Band. They also had a two-man music-satire routine, the Bil and Gil Show.67 Tall, lanky, and without pretense, Dan lived to create but wasn’t necessarily looking for huge recognition. The doing was the important part. If someone liked it, all the better.


Madonna showed up at the party, and Burroughs introduced her to his friends. The “attraction between Dan and Madonna was instantaneous,” Burroughs said. “Dan’s laid-back sense of humor was an immediate turn on for Madonna.” By mid-party, Burroughs spotted them off in a corner kissing.68 Said Madonna, “I fell in love with him, and it turned out that he was a guitar player in a band. What happened is, I said, ‘You have to teach me how to play an instrument.’ ”69 In return, Madonna offered to pose for his paintings.70 Soon, she made her virgin voyage to Flushing Meadows, Queens.


The synagogue — or the Gog, as the Gilroys called it — was a brick house at the end of a row of attached homes in a mostly Italian neighborhood of porches, chain-link fences, tiny yards with oversize lawn ornaments, and lovingly polished cars parked bumper‑to‑bumper curbside. “A rabbi had died, and his sister rented out the synagogue — not rooms, a whole synagogue,” Madonna said. The brothers lived upstairs and created a studio in the basement.71 The neighborhood was light-years from the sophistication and pace of Manhattan, but Madonna liked it. She said it reminded her of Pontiac.72


Dan, meanwhile, held up his end of the bargain with Madonna. He put a guitar in her hand, tuned it to an open chord, and taught her basic chord progressions. “That really clicked something off in my brain,” she said.73 In her search for a new direction, she found one in that guitar. As for Dan himself, Madonna said, “He was a very generous and patient teacher. He was the best thing that could ever have happened to me at that point in my life.”74


That spring, two Belgian producers, Jan Vanloo and Jean-Claude Pellerin, caught a performance of Dan and Ed’s Voideville show at Theater for the New City on Second Avenue. In the course of a conversation with the Gilroys, the Belgians mentioned that they were holding open auditions for backup dancers to tour with Patrick Hernandez, a French singer they represented.75 Hernandez’s song “Born to Be Alive” was written in 1976 but languished until 1978, when Vanloo and Pellerin discovered it. By 1979, it was a smash hit, and Vanloo and Pellerin were organizing concerts to promote it and expand Hernandez’s repertoire.76


The timing was critical. In the late ’70s, European producers were experiencing enormous success, especially in the States. In 1976, the Parisian producer Marc Cerrone had a major disco hit with “Love in C Minor.” Italian Giorgio Moroder, who in 1975 cowrote Donna Summer’s seventeen-minute orgasmic disco anthem, “Love to Love You Baby,” returned in 1977 with the haunting “I Feel Love,” again for Summer. But it was the “French Wonder Boys”— Henri Belolo and Jacques Morali — who arguably had the biggest immediate impact on pop culture. They created a song, a sound, and an iconic group: the Village People.77


Belolo said that he and Morali were walking down Christopher Street in 1977 when Morali “took a fancy to a Puerto Rican bartender dressed as a Native American.” They followed him into a gay club, the Anvil. After a customer walked in wearing full cowboy regalia, Belolo recalled, “Morali turned to me and said, ‘Oh God, are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ ” The Village People concept was born. Morali and Belolo then wrote “Y.M.C.A.,” which, despite its explicit celebration of gay love, was so infectious that it became a global hit and was played at baseball games and US political rallies.78


In the spring of 1979, Vanloo and Pellerin were in New York, keeping an eye out for the next big thing. Having been told by Dan Gilroy about the Hernandez auditions, Madonna tried out for the show.79 The producers needed thirty-five performers to fill various roles in the act; nearly ten times that number appeared at the tryout. Madonna stood out immediately. “It’s difficult to explain,” Hernandez said, “but we knew right away that she had a particular aura.”80


The producers separated her from the pack to speak with her alone. They wanted to see what other talents she possessed besides dance. “While she moved marvelously well, she said she didn’t know how to sing at all, and to prove it to us she hummed ‘Jingle Bells,’ ” Hernandez said. “But we were already seduced.”81 They invited Madonna to dinner at the Pierre, a hotel overlooking Central Park, and told her they wanted to take her to Paris and make a record with her on their label, Aquarius.82


“I could hardly believe it. I tried to be very calm when they told me what they wanted me to do, but underneath I was on cloud nine,” Madonna said.83 “I kept thinking, ‘I can’t believe it. Somebody noticed me.’ ”84 Though presented with the offer of a lifetime, Madonna only conditionally agreed. Having become what she called “a very shrewd girl,” she had them checked out. “I had a lawyer involved . . . I mean, I didn’t go into the whole thing blindly.” Madonna found that “everything they were doing was legitimate.”85


Madonna’s first taste of life as a pop artist was so outrageously luxurious as to be laughable. She went from traveling by way of the dangerous and dirty New York subway system and living in a stinking dive in Hell’s Kitchen to flying on the Concorde to Paris, where she was installed in a ten-room apartment overlooking the Parc Monceau, near the Arc de Triomphe. The apartment in that staid, conservative district was home to Vanloo and his wife. It was also Hernandez’s residence while the group prepared his tour.86


“They were very wealthy people and they really put me up. I mean I had a driver, and I had a maid and I had everything,” Madonna said. As promised, she was given a vocal coach, but she only met with him a few times. “I hated him,” Madonna said, “so I didn’t want to get involved in that.”87 During the day she took dance lessons, and at night she, Hernandez, and the producers’ wider circle inhabited the world of fashionable Paris: the restaurants, the nightclubs, the parties peopled with the international jet set.88


Madonna was miserable. Hernandez said the trouble between Madonna and her producers began as soon as she arrived.89 She felt she had been placed in a gilded cage and given meaningless tasks to keep her busy, such as overdubbing vocals on prerecorded disco tracks and learning dance moves as part of the Hernandez act. But nothing she did was original, even though the point of the trip had been to shape her career.90


Despite her position of absolute powerlessness — she was a twenty-year-old nobody who had nothing — Madonna made her dissatisfaction clear. She wanted creative intensity, work.91 What Vanloo offered instead was what sulky little girls are always offered: les petits bonbons. “I was like a poor little rich girl,” she said.92


Every time I complained they just gave me more money. Well, I’m not a material person, I don’t care about stuff like that. My idea of success . . . is feeling like I’ve accomplished something personally . . . I was very frustrated because I came from New York, like starving and kicking ass. I mean working my ass off to get somewhere and being involved with like this rush rush kind of lifestyle that New York is so famous for. And people in Paris, they take breaks all day, they drink wine all day . . . and I couldn’t click into that lifestyle.93


Vanloo and Pellerin had no idea that Madonna would never accept being paraded around like an ingenue in a Pygmalion-style drama. She told an interviewer in 1984, “They were like taking me around to everyone saying, ‘Look what we found in New York. Isn’t she wonderful? . . . We’re gonna make her a star.’ ”94


Hernandez put some of the blame for the disastrous Paris situation on Madonna “because she systematically refused all the songs that were proposed for her. She knew perfectly well what she wanted to do and wouldn’t make any concessions. She was already a diva.”95


If the producers chose to make Madonna’s life a misery, she decided to return the favor. “I turned into a rebellious little kid,” she said.96 “They made me meet these awful French boys and I would throw tantrums.”97 She began hanging around with a Vietnamese boy who had a motorcycle and any Americans she could find, while refusing to abide the wealthy people the producers courted. “I remember the scandal she made at a restaurant one night when she demanded strawberries at any price,” Hernandez said.98 When the Hernandez ensemble finally “toured”— to one country, Tunisia — Madonna outraged the locals by “swimming in a one-piece body stocking.”99 “Once again I was forced into the role of enfant terrible,” she said. “All I wanted to do was make trouble, because they stuck me in an environment that didn’t allow me to be free.”100


Lonely and perhaps looking for comfort or affirmation, Madonna called her father to say she was in France, but it was a conversation they might have had in Rochester, Ann Arbor, or New York. He didn’t understand what her life had become, and so he couldn’t help her.101 But in an important way, the lessons he taught her as a child did. He had said that if she wasn’t suffering, she wasn’t trying hard enough. And he told her, “You have to work for something, and you can’t have anything handed to you. If it’s handed to you, it’s not gonna last.”102 Madonna wasn’t suffering in the right way in Paris, and she hadn’t worked for what she was given. She knew she had to leave.


Madonna and Dan Gilroy had been exchanging letters. Hers expressed frustration, saying that she wanted “hard work and sweat,” not to be treated like a pet.103 His were funny and beseeched her to come back to Queens. “He was my saving grace,” she said.104 She knew New York was where she belonged.


At the end of the summer, Madonna became ill and said she wanted to return to the States for a vacation. The producers paid for a round-trip ticket on the Concorde, and she left her clothes in Paris, as if she planned to return.105 She did not.


Vanloo and Pellerin were angry, but Hernandez said he thought Madonna was courageous to leave a career offered to her on a silver platter for a life of insecurity and want on the street. She believed she had a better chance of making it on her own. “She once told me, ‘Success is yours today but it will be mine tomorrow,’ ” Hernandez recalled. “I mean, was she bluffing, or did she really believe what she was saying? Back then in Paris, Madonna was pretty insignificant, but she was resolute. Success was a certainty in her mind.”106










Chapter 9


New York, 1979–1980


Often when you try to reinvent yourself, there are intermediary places in the reinvention . . . You think it’s a place of arrival, but in fact it turns out to be a place of departure.1


 — Édouard Louis


While in Paris, Madonna was so consumed with anger and frustration that she may not have been able to recognize the valuable lessons she actually had received. The Hernandez producers hadn’t made her a singer, but they had given her a priceless introduction to, if not a crash course in, the world of pop music, from record production to concert tour.


During the performance itself, Madonna had been required to move in an entirely new way. She was no longer a classical ballerina or even a modern dancer but part of a pop ensemble dancing to the breakneck pace of a three-minute song. For the “Born to Be Alive” number, Madonna was lead dancer. The choreography was simple and as frenetic as an aerobics workout. But it acquainted her with the relationship between dancing and singing and suggested the idea that dance at its most imaginative can be used to enhance and dramatize a song.


All those ingredients would be critical to Madonna’s career, and she had discovered them in Paris. She had also made some crucial personal discoveries that would guide her. Even at that embryonic stage, she realized that only she could decide who she was as an artist — that she could not have a role imposed upon her. She had also come to believe that she could be a singer and possibly a musician.2 She had written a little in Paris — not songs per se but poems and passages that could be turned into lyrics.3 She had hoped for one kind of learning experience in France; she got another. From it, she would begin to build a career on her own terms.


Madonna returned to New York in August of 1979, not much better off materially than she had been when she left but with a mind broadened by new experiences and an imagination enlivened by new goals. She was nothing if not a pragmatist. Asking herself, Who do I want to be? How do I get there? she set about answering in a very deliberate fashion. She continued to dance, though she took fewer classes.4 And while she once again lived in Manhattan, she caught the train to Queens as often as she could to satisfy two kinds of hunger: Dan was there, and it was where she could learn the skills she needed to become part of New York’s music scene at a moment of colossal change and opportunity.


In the mid- to late 1970s, the popular music world was dominated by punk and disco. By the fall of 1979, both were officially declared dead. Though disco still thrived in Europe that year, it was killed off in the States in July during a Chicago White Sox doubleheader, when a local DJ, along with the son of the team’s owner, offered fans discount tickets if they brought in a disco record to be destroyed. Between games, fifty-nine thousand records (and the field) were set ablaze in an act of cultural annihilation aimed at the music and the people who enjoyed it: gays, Blacks, and “elites.” The straight white men who controlled the airwaves wanted to hear rock on the radio, not the Village People or Donna Summer or “white Negroes” like the Bee Gees.5


The “disco sucks” campaign was loud and pervasive, and, eventually, it won. In July, when the record auto‑da‑fé occurred in Chicago, six disco songs were in the Billboard top ten. By late September, there were none.6 Straight white men post-disco could resume nodding their heads to music without the fear that they might be asked to move their feet. For the denizens of the urban underground, however, disco was alive and well. In fact, out of the commercial spotlight, it sizzled.7


Punk, by contrast, killed itself. It was a sad ending.


Long before it was called punk, the scene existed in New York as pure creative rebellion: art and attitude. Its musical parents were the sexually ambiguous Velvet Underground of the 1960s — Lou Reed, John Cale, Sterling Morrison, Maureen “Moe” Tucker on drums, and the chanteuse Nico. The band emerged as part of Andy Warhol’s coterie and formed an integral part of his art theater. Next appeared the madman from Michigan, Iggy Pop, who for his first concert, in 1968, wore an ankle-length white nightshirt, white face paint, and an Afro wig made of twisted aluminum foil.8


In 1970, the New York Dolls appeared, a joyous, crazy, unalloyed contradiction. They were five straight white men who dressed in ruffles, taffeta, and high-heeled shoes.9 After the Dolls, anyone could make music anywhere. Musical ability — even knowing how to play an instrument — wasn’t as important as performance. In fact, the scene became performance art masquerading as rock music. “Physical presentation in performing is more important than what you’re saying,” said Patti Smith, the poet-mother of punk. “If your quality of intellect is high, and your love of audience is evident, and you have a strong physical presence, you can get away with anything.”10


In March of 1975, the Patti Smith Group double-billed with Tom Verlaine’s band, Television, at a place on the Bowery. The bar was owned by what Debbie Harry called a “big slow-talking hippie” named Hilly Kristal, who at the height of the beatnik and folk music craze in 1959, had run the Village Vanguard. Ten years later, he relocated his operation to a spot at 315 Bowery and called it Hilly’s on the Bowery. Its clientele were the natives of that neighborhood: drunks and derelicts. In 1973, he wanted to get back into music and renamed his bar Country, Bluegrass, Blues, and Other Music for Uplifting Gourmandizers. It was shorthanded to CBGB & OMFUG, then CBGB, and then just CB’s.11


It was a year after Hilly had renamed the place that the members of Television persuaded him to let them play on Sunday nights, even though their sound wasn’t remotely what the club was looking for. Reasoning that “these kids have something to say and we should listen,” Hilly gave them a stage. That was when true punk was born. The attitude was arty, ironic, individualistic.12


CBGB became the heart of the new music scene. Television and the Patti Smith Group played eight shows a week. By the end of their seven-week gig, the lines to get into the club stretched around the block. Blondie, with Debbie Harry doing a street-urchin Marilyn Monroe, performed at CBGB not long afterward, and in June the art-school band Talking Heads debuted with its pretend-preppie look, extreme eccentricity, and Tina Weymouth on bass. She occupied the gamine space between what one writer called “the crappily boyish Patti Smith and the ur‑feminine Debbie Harry.”13


Punk was freedom. It was street. It was anticapitalist. It was sexually fluid.14 But mostly, it was about having fun — fun as an antidote to the dark reality of Richard Nixon, Watergate, Vietnam, environmental degradation, urban decay, crime, racism, drug addiction, sexism, homophobia. Surprisingly, despite all that ugly sociopolitical background noise, New York punk wasn’t angry. It was only after punk was introduced to British audiences in 1976 by Patti Smith and by the Ramones that it became nihilistic.15


Writer and filmmaker Mary Harron, who helped launch Punk magazine, said the scene that was started as a joke in New York turned hard-core and humorless in Britain. Harron remembered seeing kids backstage “like nightmares . . . like little ghouls with bright red dyed hair and white faces. They were all wearing chains and Swastikas and things stuck in their head.”16 The father of that scene was Malcolm McLaren.


Co‑owner of a London shop called Sex, McLaren had managed the Dolls before their demise and thus knew what was happening in New York.17 Back in England, still inspired by that experience, he created a boy band out of some youths who hung out at his store. He called them the Sex Pistols. One writer said they began as “hangers of clothes” for the biker and S/M designs of McLaren’s partner, Vivienne Westwood.18


The Sex Pistols were a brilliant invention. The image was so strong and so ghastly that they instantly embodied punk on both sides of the Atlantic.19 And when, after just two years, the band split, the punk scene began to die, too. That left a void, because many of the artists who came of age playing at punk clubs were still playing and didn’t want to stop.


Sire Records’ Seymour Stein, who had a seer’s knack for spotting talent and was an early and ardent supporter of punk (he had also signed the Ramones, Talking Heads, and the Pretenders), said the bands had to accept that this musical chapter was over. The do‑it‑yourself inventiveness would remain and evolve into New Wave. But the future, as he saw it, was pop.20 Prophetic words. Within three years, Stein would sign Madonna.


Madonna had been immersed in music since she was a child — though not the kind of music being made in downtown Manhattan. To understand that complex and intimidating world, she needed mentors. Luckily, by 1979 there were a few strong and exciting women artists she could turn to.21 New Wave bands, which integrated painting, film, and literature into their work and made irony central to their messaging, were largely devoid of the heavy sexist scene associated with rock and late punk. That meant that women didn’t need to assume a goddess-whore role. They could make music.22 After Patti Smith declared, “I wasn’t born to be a spectator” and proved it, critics questioned a woman’s ability onstage at their peril.23


Madonna had seen Chrissie Hynde, a Midwestern transplant, former art student, and music journalist, in Central Park performing with her band the Pretenders. With her shaggy black hair, black clothes, and leather pants, her look was strong and androgynous, her voice deep. She wasn’t a “girl singer,” she was a powerful artist. She had a jazz vocalist’s understated, resolute stage presence and used her voice as an instrument, allowing it to alternately soar, stop, and whisper as she delivered her poetry above the racket of a 4/4 rock beat.24 “She was amazing. The one woman I’d seen in performance where I thought, ‘Yeah, she’s got balls, she’s awesome,’ ” Madonna recalled. “She didn’t give me license to think that I could do it. But it gave me courage, inspiration, to see a woman with that kind of confidence in a man’s world.”25


Madonna also loved Rickie Lee Jones, Hynde’s stylistic opposite, who had released her first album in 1979 to huge acclaim.26 At a time when artists assumed the romantic trappings of dereliction, Jones didn’t need to act poor; she was poor. She had lived on the streets of LA, and yet her music and lyrics were bright, even sweet in their world-weariness. In her fishnets, berets, top hats, and feathers, she was the un‑rocker, an artist happy to exist outside genres as she played Carnegie Hall and made the cover of Rolling Stone — all without losing her dignity or denying her art.27


Madonna added Debbie Harry to the list of women artists she admired, because, like Hynde and Jones, she wrote her lyrics and was “in charge” of her life.28 But of those three women, Harry had another quality that Madonna shared and thought she could develop. Dan Gilroy said, “Somebody [Madonna] talked to said, ‘The camera loved Debbie Harry.’ That made a huge impression on her . . . and I think she felt, ‘Yeah, the camera loves me too.’ Something clicked.”29


Madonna’s immediate job, however, was to clock the hours of hard labor that those women had already put in. “I decided, if I was going to be a singer, I had to earn it,” she said. “I had to learn how to play an instrument.”30 While the Gilroy brothers worked their day jobs, Madonna practiced drumming — endlessly — by listening to Elvis Costello records.31 After four hours of that, she’d switch to a guitar and then keyboards.32 “I had a lot of pent‑up energy inside of me from sitting around being a spoiled French brat.”33


Working at the Gog with the Gilroys’ equipment spared Madonna the humiliation that many women who wanted to play music faced. Record stores and instrument shops were boy caves. Joan Jett recalled getting her first guitar when she was thirteen and asking a guy in a guitar shop for lessons so she could “play rock ’n’ roll . . . I was so into it and he looked at me like I was out of my mind, like I ate heads or something.” When during her first lesson he led her through the chords of “On Top of Old Smokey,” she quit and taught herself.34 Madonna, by contrast, had a supportive environment during her “intensive musical training.” She said, “It was one of the happiest times of my life. I really felt loved.”35


Whitley Setrakian had been in Durham at the American Dance Festival and returned to New York in late summer to try out for a position in an annual choreographer’s showcase held at Dance Theater Workshop. She had created a piece she wanted to present at the audition. After tracking Madonna down through numerous phone numbers, she asked her to join the performance. Madonna agreed, and they began rehearsing with a third dancer in a loft in SoHo that Whit shared with roommates. Madonna asked Whit if she could move in, too, saying she hated where she lived. The other roommates were eager but, that time, Whit said no.36


Madonna invited Whit to her place, possibly to soften her up by letting her see just how bad it was. It didn’t work, but Whit was duly horrified by what she called Madonna’s “tenement beast in the West 40s.” The staircase and halls were so filthy that she feared touching them. The apartment amounted to nothing more than a grimy couple of rooms and broken furniture.37 Sitting in the part of the place that Madonna designated her own by hanging beads, she told Whit the incongruent story of her high life in Paris and her hand‑to‑mouth existence in New York. Then, after laughing about their “nightly ritual,” she offered another non sequitur. Madonna told Whitley that she had been raped.38 It had happened downtown during a perfectly normal day.


In SoHo, NoHo, and the East Village, the art and music scenes were vibrant because artists could afford to live and work there unimpeded by any sort of authority at all. The region was so derelict that police didn’t bother to venture below 10th Street.39 The heroin trade in nearby Alphabet City was as open and well known as the diamond trade was in the Diamond District. People who chose to travel those streets were on their own, and that suited the artists just fine. But more than occasionally, they were the victims of crime. The art kids made easy targets. Madonna became one.


She has recounted the rape story a few times over the years — the first time publicly in 1995 — without going into detail because she said she didn’t want to be seen as soliciting pity. She said it happened during that first year in New York on a hot summer’s day. She was on her way to dance class, wearing a large men’s shirt and baggy shorts. Having found the door to the class locked, she needed money for a pay phone to call up for entry. Madonna asked a stranger for a coin. He gave it to her and offered to walk with her to the phone booth. When no one picked up at the dance school, he offered to let her call from his apartment, across the street. “I was like, ‘Oh, that’s really nice of you’ . . . I trusted everybody,” Madonna said.40 But the man didn’t take her to his apartment. He put a knife to her back and forced her to the roof of the building, where the assault occurred.41


There are as many reactions to rape as there are women who experience that violence. Some women are “upset, some calm, some in a state of shock — but every victim’s life is disrupted in four ways: physically, emotionally, socially, sexually,” according to one expert.42 And most of them work through their trauma alone. Madonna recalled,


I wouldn’t have dared to call my father to tell him, because he would have said, “What were you wearing?”. . . You don’t want to tell people you were raped. It’s shame. You feel bad, you think, “Someone will think I did something wrong”. . .


But when life gives you a lemon, you have to make lemonade. I’d rather not be a victim. I’d rather learn from all the things that have happened to me . . . It’s there like all the other experiences — the good, the bad and the ugly. They make me who I am today.43


Madonna kept the rape private and dealt with it on her own — in her words, as a survivor. “That’s all there is to it.”44


No one at the Gog had money. Dan recalled crawling around looking for loose change to buy food.45 For cash, Madonna had a steady modeling job with Anthony Panzera, and she began working part-time with Dan Gilroy and Norris Burroughs at the Gossamer Wing textile design company, painting silk fabric. “She was fun, you know,” Dan said. “She’d be working at this design thing that I was doing, and she would break into a dance in the middle of the day. It was an incredible attention getter.”46 During lunch breaks, Madonna and Burroughs practiced guitar, and in the studio the Gossamer crew worked to the latest sounds: the Police, Blondie, Prince, Joe Jackson, and some of the ’60s girl groups like the Shangri-Las and the Ronettes. Burroughs said that the Gossamer staff “talked about music constantly.”47


It wasn’t about new songs, it was about new sounds. Each group of artists was so idiosyncratic that it was as if music were being constantly reinvented. A partial list of 1979 hits shows just how many became classics: Blondie’s “Heart of Glass,” the Police’s “Roxanne,” the Knack’s “My Sharona,” the Clash’s “London Calling,” Talking Heads’ “Take Me to the River,” Dire Straits’ “Sultans of Swing,” and the Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight,” to name just a few. It was a thrilling time to listen to music and a thrilling time to contemplate making it.


Dan and Ed’s Acme Band rehearsed at night. “They’d get gigs in clubs like CBGB and Max’s Kansas City and those downtown dives,” Madonna said. “Well, their drummer quit on them one day and I said, ‘I can play the drums’ . . . They said, ‘You cannot.’ But see, I’d been like practicing so I played the drums [and] they let me be the drummer in their band. Then I started doing gigs with them.”48


By the time Madonna had mastered the drums, she had also gained enough confidence with the guitar to try writing a song. One day, she surprised herself and did so.


The words just came out of me. I was like, “Who’s writing this?”. . . It was called “Tell the Truth.” It was maybe four chords, but there were verses and a bridge and a chorus, and it was a religious experience.49 I remember that moment so vividly, the hair standing up on the back of my arms . . . I felt like I’d been possessed by some magic.50


From that point, Madonna said, “I became really prolific . . . songs just came out of me . . . Pain and loneliness and love, everything that I feel. I mean my whole experience about leaving my family and coming to New York was a very traumatic thing for me.”51 Like Anne Sexton’s poetry, Madonna’s lyrics covered personal terrain. “She is talking about loss, low self-esteem, things that had been inside her for who knows how long,” Ed Gilroy said. “She had stability here, security here, a positive environment to reach back into those times and try and express herself . . . there was no holding back. It was completely out there.”52


Music was Madonna’s focus, but she hedged her bets by continuing to look at the trades for possible stage or film jobs. In late August of 1979, she saw an ad in Back Stage that called for a “dominant woman who knows how to act and dance” to play a “dominatrix type” in a low-budget film. Madonna read the ad and thought, “Oh great, I’m going to be a movie star.”53


Movie cameras were everywhere in those days because New York had mounted a huge campaign to promote itself as a film-friendly location for Hollywood projects.54 Aspiring filmmakers shooting Super 8 movies hoped to be the next Martin Scorsese after the success of Mean Streets and Taxi Driver. Others were just fooling around with B-movie genres —“pulp plots and ultra-violent thrills”— presented as the tongue‑in‑cheek stepchildren of slasher films like Carrie and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre.55 The film Madonna read about in Back Stage seemed to be one of those. She was okay with that. Hadn’t Sissy Spacek become a star after Carrie?


Madonna sent director Stephen Jon Lewicki photos taken by Dan backstage at a Voideville show and a two-page handwritten letter describing herself. She ended the letter with the question “Is this all?” and a list of her vitals: height, weight, hair color, eye color, and phone number.56


Lewicki said he had received a pile of correspondence from women interested in the role. When he sifted through them, Madonna’s photo fell out.57


The picture of her, where she’s putting lipstick on . . . really grabbed my attention . . . and then I read the letter . . . and it was the most personable communication that I got from anybody. She gave me her life story in two pages, handwritten, which is pretty amazing! It just seemed like it was a fated kind of thing.58


Madonna and Lewicki agreed to meet in Washington Square Park. Wearing a red miniskirt and her chin cocked tough, she announced upon seeing him, “Look, I’ll do your movie, but there’ll be no screwing.” Lewicki said, “Who said anything about screwing?” She took out a mirror and began to apply lipstick with her little finger and repeated, “Just know, that you and I will not be screwing. Got it?” Lewicki realized that this was her audition. “I knew she was perfect for the role. She was doing the role.”59 Madonna was hired, along with her dancer friend Angie Smit, who played bass guitar.60


A Certain Sacrifice was half Ken Russell’s The Lair of the White Worm, half Taxi Driver. Madonna was cast as a dominatrix, but the script portrayed her as a victim — first of an attack by her “sex slaves” and then of a rape (not shown on‑screen) by a psycho in a diner.


The hour-long production had moments of interest, but Madonna wasn’t part of most of them. It wasn’t her fault. Sacrifice was a young man’s fantasy film. The part she played as written was a cliché: a helpless but willing accomplice who exposed her breasts at crucial moments. In the middle of shooting, Lewicki ran out of money. He left the project “to be continued,” which meant he’d reassemble the cast when he had the cash.61


After practicing all night, Dan, Ed, Madonna, Angie Smit, and whatever other musicians were around often ended up at the Flushing Meadows International House of Pancakes. They’d say at the end of a studio session, “Want to do a breakfast club?” Dan recalled. “This sounded so catchy, so we decided on it for a band name.”62 With that, the Breakfast Club was born. Its look was New Wave. Angie filled the femme fatale slot, while Madonna was the hip but innocent street kid. Its sound referenced both punk and New Wave: it could be loud, fast, and aggressive or funky, witty, and engaging.


Madonna got to work to promote it. “She’d be up in the morning, a quick cup of coffee and then right to the phones, calling up everybody — everybody,” Dan said.63 Her immediate goal was booking gigs, but she had also started thinking about record deals.64 “I used to call different management companies, agencies, A&R people, club owners, you name it, and no one ever returned my calls,” she said. “If someone did, ten to one it was some horny old man who was in charge of listening to tapes, and when he’d hear my voice, he’d want me to come in and bring the tapes, and then he’d put the make on me.”65


The Breakfast Club’s first gig was at the UK Club, in Manhattan, with Madonna on drums, Angie Smit on bass, and Ed and Dan Gilroy on vocals and lead guitar. No one but friends turned up, which might have been why the Gilroys agreed to let Madonna sing. She had been agitating to get behind the microphone, so they gave her one song.66


“I got up and I did that one song and the band got a standing ovation. It was like the best response,” Madonna said. “It was called ‘I Was Born to Be a Dancer.’ So, once I got a taste of that — playing guitar, dancing around, singing, I said, ‘No way. I’m not going back there again. I’m not playing those drums. I want to be [out] front.’ ”67 “That microphone position,” she said, “was looking more and more inviting.”68


Though Madonna rehearsed at the Gog every day and stayed there most nights, she hadn’t moved in. But after she became part of the band, she finally did. “It was a comfortable place for her,” Dan said. “Here was this girl without work, bumming around, not knowing where to go. Here was a place with enough space to do her dancing. There was a washing machine and a dryer. Plus, it was in an Italian neighborhood. What more could she want?”69 Madonna wanted everything. But she’d settle immediately for center stage.


She admitted that Dan had “created a monster . . . I was always thinking in my mind, ‘I want to be a singer in this group, too.’ And they didn’t need another singer.” In fact, they didn’t want another singer.70 Madonna’s new goal added a layer of complexity to the band’s relationships, with Dan torn between loyalty to his brother and satisfying his irrepressible girlfriend.71 But for a while, he so successfully juggled their competing needs that they all enjoyed their time together.


Madonna occupied the Gog like a weather system, filling it with creative drive, love, lust, joy, tumult, tragedy, tantrums, and play.72 “It was fun. It was a good year,” Dan said.73 “I love people who are passionate about their stuff. She was excited and intense about working and preparing for whatever — yoga, running, music, dance.” Ed had written a song, called “Cold Wind,” that he performed with Madonna as a duet. “She . . . worked so hard on my song,” he said. “She gave me all her time and effort.”74
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