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ABSTRAET

This essay describes three species of the music video genre: the
presentational, the dramatic, and the Iyric. Lyric music videos have given
rise to @ new, second gensration of programming by adding expressive
elements to the dramatic narretive formula of television.




There is general agreement that music video is something new in
mass-mediated culture. From en sesthetic/critical point of view, music
videos are striking in the “density" of their “justapositional montage-.!
Their content often inciudes disturbing images of sex, violence? and
’deﬁih.g The impact and effects of music videos have been Tikened to the
implications of Nietzscheian nihilism: “criticism, even ridicule, of
societal values. . . : [and] calls for outright anarchy=

There are & few studies of aesthetic aspects of music video,S some

end popular press which focus on music videos as commercial vehicles.?

However, we are certainly very far from a ccherent understanding of the

genre can be assimilated to the standing ideas about television aesthetics

and effects or they simply ignore the theoretical dimensions and |

4




contributiens to this effort of naturalistic observation. Both the form and
the content of the new televisual genre must be unpacked. Essentially,
this emounts to a deconstruction of music videos that will make visible
their sesthetic rules, or grammar. This project should precede questions
about uses or effects. We need “sufficient descriptive and interpretive
work™® t- support theoreticai explanation; in short, we need to “begin at
the beginning™'® with music video. This essay is an attempt to do that.
The content-analytic studies tend to divide music videos into two
groups: “performance” videos and "concept™!! videos. This essay will not
have miich to say about the first category. Televisual and filmic texts
which document rock music perforn.ances (so-called "rockumentaries”)
are familiar and rather s{’raigﬁtfar’wt’sfd. The performances may be
embellished with 1l sorts of intricate musical and presentational
téehhiquéé, but the capture of the performance on videotape or film is
usually unremarkable, at least to audiences who have learned well to
zo0ms, slo=mo, etc. But the concept videos need to be looke | at more
clesely, because here new and exci’ing experiences are b’éin’g offered to
viewer/listeners. Also, it is now generally accepted that the nevs
elements of concept videos are q’aiéki’g seeping into and transferming

treditional television programming'2 and films. (Flashdance and its ilk
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are examples.)

The caiégeﬁzéiiﬁh of performence versus concept videos might just
os well be & distinction between perfurmance an” “other.” from this
essay's point of view. The concept category seems clearly to include two
very different sorts of music videos. One is like traditiona] televisicn and

film fare in that it is essentially na:Tative drema; it tells a story, albeit
often with much emoticnal overlay and expressive flair. But then,
Conventional operas are narrative dramas which add expressive elements

to the narrative dramas of legitimate theater. This sort of media

.

But there is another sort of soncept music vides that dossn't
tell-~or hardly tells-- a story ot all. Instead, it uses audiovisual symbols
without a storyline, or with a minimal, barely discernable storyline, to
express feelings or present abstract concepts. These videos resembie
lyric poems. Lyrical music videos may be likened to imagist poetry;
sonnets or odes, in contrast to dremotic monologues. They are like
expressive $3ngs rather than ballads or story-seiigs:

Since vi’riu’a’ng all conventional television programming is narrative
drama, the distinction betseen dramatic and lyric music videos is
important. It is the lyric videos that truly represent something new in the
culture of television. while Michael Jackson's videos ("Beat It, *Billie
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Jean,” “Thriller;” Fpic) are embellishied dramatic narrati ves, Bonnie Tyler's
“Total Eclipse of the Heart™ (Columbia) and Nik Kershaw's “Wouldn't It Be
Bood?" (MCA) da not have a storyline in any conventional sense; they are
expressive, audiovisual lyrics. With these examples, end an intuilive
sense of the differences between dramatic and Iyric tets, in mind, this
essay will 100k fiore éidéélg at drarnatic versus Iyric videos; and try to
show that lyric videos are adding interesting new elements to treditional

electronic media texts.

Drometic Nerrotive Structure

The stories that make up the literature of Western culture have bean
cast in the form of dramatic narration since the time of classical Greece
and before. (The Bible is 1argely & compandium of dramatic narratives.) A
dranistic narrative unfolds in three phases, or acts. In the first ééi, a
problematic situation is set up. The second act is a dramatic &90 in
which protagonists and antagonists confront each other. In the third act,
the problem is resolved and the consequences of its resolution are
presented. The first act ends with a "piot point™'3 at which all ths
elements of the problem are “in place.” The second act ends with snother

plot point, the climactic moment of the story, which is sometimes calied
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the “peripeteia” (turn-around).

The epic of the Trojan War exemplities dramatic narration. The
probiem begins; of course; with the abduction of Heler. The first plot
point occurs when the Greek wurships set out for Troy. The secaiid piot

point is the scene in which the Trojans take the wooden horse into the

ever after. The adventure: of Odysseus' prolonged journey back can be
seen es & th-ee-act drama set within the third act of the Trejen War story:

Contemporary would-be media writers are admonished to fashion
*heir stories as dramatir narratives,'® and “expert- media writers and
story has the dramatic narrative form.'S There are of course,

uxceptions== Last Year at Marienbad is a famous one--but they seem to be

exceptions {ﬁai prove the rule. Téié?ision soap operas mahi’p’uiété the
dramatic narrative form so that third=act esolutions are delayed and
Eii?ﬁgé contein the seeds of the problem of the next first act. But film and
téi_é’viéiéﬁ texts generally present complete dramatic narratives in their

120, or 60 or 30 minutes of proyram time.



Dremotic Norrotion in Masie Videas -

Meny concept music videos are dramatic naiTatives, often embellished
with expressive, lyrizal effects bt essentially stories nonetheless. Such
videos might be viewed as electronic mini-operas. Michael Jackson's
classics, “Billie Jean,” “Beat It* and Thrilier," are widely-known examples
of this type. In “Billie Jean,” the first act's set-up includes an

introduction to & drab cityscape; the entrance of Jackson as an

other-worldly hero whose cheracter is embleratized by imagery of light
which literally marks his every step; & sinister, trenchcoated
phatographer-viliain, who, in trying to capture Jackson's image; seems to

headline about Billie Jean). The first act's plot point oscurs when Jackson
magically escapes the photographer's efforts to captre his $pirit. In the
second act, the protagonist mulls over his situation and his relationship to
Billie Jean in song and dtnce. Here the action recails Neil Simon's ides

that, while every dramatic narrative centers on a conflict, it need not be 8

conflict between parsans Rather, Simon points out tiat the conflict can
be between a protagonist and “ths circumis.ances af life.-' The second
plot point is the moment when Jackson ciimbs into bed with the girl; and

then mysteriously disappears, again surrounded by &n aura of light. In the
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third act’s resolution, the police arrive (in @ manner quite reminiscent of
"the cavalry coming over the hill*), and take poéééégiﬁﬁ of the shadowy
photographer. Cur hero, invisible except for his signature of light, goes
off “into the sunset

While much of the plat of Sillie Jean is dmhr‘guau’s;?é hardly know
what to make of the action at the two pist points==it /s clear tha the
story has the shape of a dramatic narrative, aibsit a mysterious one. The
dramatic narretive of “Beat 1" is quie obvious. A first act culminates in
the face-off of the two gangs. The second act begins with what seems to
be & “rumble,” but, at the second plot point, Jackson transforms the fight
into what, in the third act, becomes or ensemble dance of harmony.

“Billie Jean" and "Beat It* are ¢l early dramatic narratives set to
music (even though the music actuglly preceded the staging; of course),
end many other music videos fit this pattern. (David Bowie's “China Girl-
[EHI Amei-ical for tstance, is another example of the type.) But other
music videos &re lyric end expressive in essence rather than dramatic.
These videos seem o be harbingers of serﬁething truly new in in

television- ~zamething other than dramatic starytelling.
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Husic Vider o3 Electronic Lyric
Like 1yric poenis, some music videos present & series of images that

express feeling or create mood. A striking example is Bonnie Tyler's

Total Eclipse of the Heart.” The title suggests either falling in love or
experiencing the end of a love ffair, but the video teils no such story.
Instead, it presents a series af dream-like vignettes which, taken
together, recall symbolist or imagist poetry, or surrealist painting. The
overall meaning of these images is not at al) clear; but their effect is
povrerful. "Eclipse” is an sxample 'o’f a type of video which features
"psycho-symbolic imagery™'7 without a discernable storyline. The
Eurythmics' “Sweet Dreams™ (RCA) is another of this sort.

Such videos give an interior view, so to speak, of the intrapersonal
chatter of thoughts, images and feelings which we sach experience. There
i often--perhape usua’iig=:ﬁb hah—aiiv’é structure to our psychic
streams-of-consciousness. ?hé’g, and the music videos which mimic them,
ere quite similar to the juxtaposition of images without temporal/causal
order Wﬁit‘ﬁ eccurs in a film such as Last Year a. Haneﬁﬁaﬁ Afﬁéﬁﬁ the
better-knawn videos which depart from the structure of traditionai

'FA\
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Brannigan's "Self Control* (Atlantic) and David Bowie's "Ashes to Ashes”
(RCA).

In &n uncanny way, the content of some ig’ﬁ’c’éi music videos seems to
represent the suggestive, sgmﬁaiizihg ﬁiﬁéé§§ itself. These videos. in

other words, presen? what they represent “wouldn't it be Goed?," "Baby

MCA) are of this type. In them, the images; memories, stc. which are the
material of lyrical expression eppesr framed by the heads and bodies of
the artists. In this way, these videos aiaihig Eﬁhﬁﬁﬁéé that they are to be
understood, to be szen and heard, as Iyrical texts of expression rather thian
&s dramatic stories. Like traditional Iyric poetry, they make private
emetions public.

Turner has suggested that such videos draw on the meterial of an
“iconic data base,”"® a cultural bank of televisual and filmic material,
from which they compile & series of ex‘pressive, lyrical images meant to
create emotion or mood Ei_.j suggestion, rather than to dramatize it by
storytelling. This technique is very much like that of the early imagist
poetry of Ezra Pound or the imagistic Japansss formn of haiku. Such

lyric/expressive videos are rot enly themselves a new element in our

culture's audiovisusl library; they have also prempted the use of lyrica
elements in mainstraam television and film texts.
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10
Husic Video Subgenres and Conventions] Television

Since tne end of the 1950s, when television saturation was achieved
in America, TV has been the central voice of our culture. It has played a
“bardic™'® role as witness to our public events and as leisure=time
staryteller. It hias been the medium by which our society shares
experiences, both historical and fictive. But in the last decade, the mass
audiences of traditional network television have begun to fragment into
smaller groups with diverse interests which select their information and

entertainment from an ever-increasing number of specialized media
channels. Music video programs and channels are one kind of specialized
narrowcast service, one of particular interest and concern because of its
content and age/peer-group appeal.

This essay suggests that the first step in understanding music video,
even if the motivation to understand is driven by concern with this new
form's effects, is to map out its poetics and describe its subgenres in
general terms. There seem to be three species: the presentational, the -
dramatic and the igﬁéai. The presentational subgenre of music video
includes clips that record, or document, performances. Often these
documentaries include technical tricks {eg., §i6ﬁ-déiiéh, changes of
camera angles end distaricss) that give views which would be unavaiiable
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to & live cudience. But then, most documentaries at least include edited
transitions, if not more elaborate technical manipulations, which make
them something other than wzee verite"

A second subgenre is that of music videos which are instances of
drametic nervation. These clips are little story pieces Which have &
structure similar to that of conventional, mainstream television
programming. The difference is that they are dense with special technical
effects that make them not bare dramatic narratives, but elaborate
mini-operas, dramas heavy with symbolic suggestions and emotional
overlays.

Lyrical music videos which do not present & coherent dramatic
nerrative are a third subgenre. This species is perhaps the most
iniemst?ng; for it seems to be something new in teievision programming.
it ﬁfesents private emotions, as traditional lyric poetry does; and so it
personalizes television, Television, when it shows lyrical music videos,
does not speak with a berdic voice; rather it presents invitations to
intimote experiences. This lyricism is, in 8 way, counterpart to the
structural fragmantation of television's trend toward narrowcasting. It
is, perhaps, not merely coincidental that, in the last decade, specialized
ceble services have come of age, VCRS have been welcomed in American
homes; and music videos which provide i’ntén'se'ig personal, igﬁéai

14
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experiences have appeared.
By now, the influenee of 1yrical music videos in in conventional
television programming is widely acknowledged. Miami Vice is the

Magnum, P. L. also now include lyrical episodes, though these elements
are not usually so well integrated into their dramatic stories as are the
lyrical aspects of Miami Vice. But thet is surely because Iyricism is a
new addition to mainstream TV fare; it will almost éertainlg be used
more, and with more sephistication, in the future.

Elements of lyrical music video have invaded television commercials
even more swiftly and pervasively than they have found a place in TV's
programs. By now, ail viewers are familiar with spots thet present mood
(and usually have sccompanying music) to generate product appeal, rather

inan effer product information. Beer commerciais excel at this, but other

examples abuund: Diet Pepsi spots, Levi's jeans ads, etc.

Perhaps the most interesting critical observation to be made about
music video, as ihis essay hints at its beginning, is that the lyrical
element which has emerged in music video clips is something new and
different from the dramatic narration which has filled TV screens in the

post. Lyricism seems to be the mark of & new generation of television

15
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texts, a generation which got its start in lyrical music video. Exploration
of this new kind of programming ought to begin with an effort at thorough
“description and interpretation.”2! In that spirit, this essay has attempted

to begin to sort out and catalogue the species of the music video genre.
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