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Brilliant Disguise (1987) adds intensity and immediacy to the song, which
recounts a troubled conversation with a lover. By contrast, the gaze into
the camera of David Byrne’s Don’t Fence Me In (1990) removes personal
emotion, depicting in quick succession close-ups of dozens of people lip-
syncing the Cole Porter song.

Videos are frequently cited for the diversity of images they include and
the rapid pace of their editing. To be sure, such qualities are typical of many
rock videos, but they’re not required of the form. Some videos are freneti-
cally paced, while others have a much slower rhythm. R.E.M.’s Everybody
Hurts (1993) matches the languorous tempo and keening lyrics of the song
with measured traveling shots along a highway bumper-to-bumper with
vehicles intercut with people caught in the traffic jam, as subtitles appear
under the images, informing us of the individuals’ thoughts. Another ex-
ample even more self-consciously runs against the grain of the typical mu-
sic video: the wryly and subversively titled This Song Don’t Have a Video
(1989), in which, in a single take, Loudon Wainwright III sits in a chair,
turns on a tape recorder, and listens to “This Song Don’t Have a Video,” un-
til he gets up, leaves the frame, and lets the song finish and the tape run out.

Such a case, in which the visuals are as unbroken as the music, are
rare. Videos are typically discontinuous. A single video may use images
ranging from elaborately produced scenes to stock footage from a past
production to actual home movie footage. Color and black-and-white im-
ages may adjoin each other, and pictures of widely varying quality and
resolution may combine to illustrate a single song. They frequently iso-
late and depict in parts—of bodies, of objects, of actions, and of events.
Even the screen itself may be composed of parts, as in the Tragically Hip’s
Ahead by a Century (1996), in which several frames within the frame are
arranged to depict the band members (by contrast with the more conven-
tional image qualities of the allusive narrative with which the band images
are intercut; Figure 10.16). R.E.M.’s Man in the Moon (1993) uses a similar
technique, situating screens within the screen, while one-hit wonder

FIGURE 10.16 A half-dozen shots combined into
one, in the Tragically Hip’s Ahead by a Century.
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314 SPECIAL TOPICS IN TELEVISION FORM

Lucas’s Lucas with the Lid Off (1994), combines fragmentation with unity, as
Michel Gondry uses as many as sixteen different projected images and
action around them, all combined in a single take. In effect, many videos
fragment the visible world and recombine them with music.

One of the most important features of the video image is movement it-
self. Obviously, rhythmic movement is an integral part of dance and mu-
sical performance. Cutting on movement—making an edit while an ob-
ject or figure onscreen is in motion, or while the camera is moving—is a
convention of editing that can yield an enhanced sense of continuity and
seamlessness from shot to shot in the organization of a sequence. Many
videos employ a nearly constantly moving camera, permitting such con-
tinuity, as well as generating a visual rhythm corresponding to the rhythm
of the music. The movement of objects or people onscreen, or the movement
of the camera over objects, persons, or a scene, along with the continuity of
the music track, acts as means of reintegrating the visual pieces.

FIGURE 10.17 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. A gigantic phonograph arm drops into the
groove of New York City, and the needle tracks
through the streets.

Sample Analysis

Everything Is Everything (1998) has a narrative component, in that it depicts
a fantastical situation in which the people of New York City discover that
Manhattan has become a long-playing record on a turntable. Lauryn Hill
is the central character, although her role largely involves noting this phe-
nomenon, and walking through the streets of New York while other peo-
ple come to realize what is happening. Story of any complexity in the
video remains subordinated to the computer-generated, visual conceit. If
this transformation is a problem, she doesn’t provide a heroic solution,
except perhaps in making music, too.

The video starts with a traveling shot, moving along a city street, ac-
companied by ambient sounds, but that realistic effect soon vanishes as a
gigantic turntable arm drops into frame (Figure 10.17). When the stylus
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touches the roadway, a click ends the street noise and replaces it with the
surface noise of a vinyl record and the growing pitch of music as the
record seems to be gathering speed. (That the steady traveling shot sug-
gested the record might already be up to speed seems unimportant.) As
the music of Hill’s recording starts, wider angles reveal Manhattan Island
turning around a spindle represented by the Empire State Building, in-
flated in size to dwarf all the other skyscrapers, with the turntable arm
resembling one of the bridges to the island (Figure 10.18). One view pre-
sents the Empire State Building’s shadow, static in the frame as it falls
across the revolving city, seen from high above (Figure 10.19).

Lauryn Hill appears first not as a performer, but in a fuzzy, haloed im-
age (Figure 10.20). It turns out to be a shot made through distorting layers
of glass, in a diner where she is served through a slot. She sings the opening
chorus in this setting, in this style of image. The picture clears after she sits
to eat and first sees the gigantic turntable arm pass by the restaurant win-
dow. From the restaurant, she watches a shakedown across the road, but
then a massive hand reaches down to the ground, moving the disc—the
whole island, actually—back and forth like a club DJ, in the process break-
ing up the bust (Figure 10.21–10.22). Not only has the city been transformed
into a record, but also someone is in control of the turntable.

Hill then leaves to walk through the city as the giant stylus also tracks
through the streets (Figure 10.23). As she does, the video depicts people
engaged in events, such as loading clothes at a laundromat or taking out
their frustration on a public phone, everyday occurrences that contrast
strongly with the bizarre transformation of a city into a long-playing
record. Hill’s character is the first to react to the weird sights, but while
others discover the strange turn of events incredulously (although under-
stated in their astonishment), she walks or runs with an apparent resolve,
following the movement of the stereo cartridge toward the center of the
record. Like many singers in music videos, she moves through the world

Music Television 315

FIGURE 10.18 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. Manhattan, with the turntable arm reimag-
ined as a bridge to the island.

FIGURE 10.19 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. The Empire State Building, here a static
shadow, is the spindle as the city revolves like a
long-playing record around it.
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316 SPECIAL TOPICS IN TELEVISION FORM

while singing about it, both part of it and apart from it. This is consistent
with her status as a narrator and commentator, in song, while New Yorkers
gape upwards as they see what’s going on.

“What’s going on” is significant, since the recording featured in the
video recalls Motown recordings, including Stevie Wonder’s work, but
also Marvin Gaye’s landmark 1971 hit of that title. In style, “Everything is
Everything” recalls the rich, rhythmic and orchestral soul of Gaye’s
recording, while also adding features of hiphop and contemporary dance
music, a combination that characterizes Hill’s first solo album, The Mis-
education of Lauryn Hill, which includes this track. Where Gaye’s arrange-
ments are fluid, carried in part by a soaring soprano saxophone and word-
less chorale, Hill’s contains a forthright beat and the abrasive sounds of a

FIGURE 10.20 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. Lauryn Hill is first seen through distorting
glass.

FIGURE 10.21 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. A monstrous hand descends . . .

FIGURE 10.22 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. . . . and the DJ plays the city, like a record on
a turntable.

FIGURE 10.23 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. The cartridge floats over the city, and the sty-
lus tracks through the streets.
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scratch DJ playing the turntable. Hill’s song also includes a rap, which
maintains the beat of the music while considerably changing both the vo-
cal style from singing to speech and the verbal, shifting from a more con-
ventional lyric to the allusive and highly encoded language of rap and
hip-hop. This passage creates a distinctive musical bridge. Gaye’s record-
ing predated rap by several years, although in addition to his luscious
tenor singing voice, a responsive, spoken “Right on” or two punctuate
the tune.

Both Hill and Gaye pose questions or set problems and posit conclu-
sions or resolutions in answer. In his song Gaye asks, “What’s going on?”
about the decimating impact of the Vietnam War, racial strife, and social
dissent on the United States, resolving, “. . . we’ve got to find a way/to
bring some lovin’ here today.” Hill’s lyric echoes Gaye’s incomprehen-
sion about the current state of things, observing,

It seems we lose the game
Before we even start to play.
Who made these rules?
We’re so confused,
Easily led astray.

Later she observes, in a passage that clearly echoes Gaye’s song,

Let’s love ourselves then we can’t fail
To make a better situation.

Where Gaye’s chorus first asks, “What’s going on?” but finally de-
clares, “I’ll tell you/What’s going on,” Hill’s starts with a holistic “Every-
thing is everything/After winter must come spring,” concluding, “Change
comes eventually.”

The imaginative concept for the video may derive from the song’s cen-
tral rap. This passage alludes to religious myths and practices and builds a
chain of images:

I philosophy
Possibly speak tongues
Beat drum, Abyssinian, street Baptist
Rap this in fine linen
From the beginning
My practice extending across the atlas
I begat this

In part, it suggests the spiritual unity of the speaker with a higher be-
ing, a general tenet of Rastafarianism. With references to Abyssinia and the
“tomb of Nefertiti,” and “the Serengeti,” this segment of the lyric sug-
gests the “return to Africa” sentiments of the Jamaica-based movement,
while also, with a mention of “cherubims [sic] in Nassau Coliseum,” re-
ferring both to the Caribbean and to New York’s suburban Long Island.

Music Television 317
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318 SPECIAL TOPICS IN TELEVISION FORM

Like the song as a whole, this section resolves in an image (literally an im-
age, with the allusion to a photograph) of hopeful change, as “Where hip
hop meets scripture/Develop a negative into a positive picture.”

Imagery in the video restates the connection with Rasta. Hill’s own
personal appearance, crowned with dreadlocks, suggests the culture, but
so does the use of Jamaican colors, green, red, and yellow, and the image
of the lion of Judah on the window of the restaurant where the action starts
(Figure 10.24).

The structure of the video matches the structure of the song, although
generally not in lockstep. When the tune is scratched, like a turntable, the
image may shift laterally to represent the disc-like, back-and-forth move-
ment of the city, but video sequences do not rigorously coincide with the
verses and chorus or with musical changes, with one significant exception.
The first point at which Hill sings directly into the camera, in close-up, ap-
pears at the rap that serves as the song’s bridge (Figure 10.25). This new
angle and direct visual and vocal address emphatically punctuate the video,
as the rap does the song, providing an equally strong vocal and verbal
change. Overall, the shape of the video can be said to follow that of the song,
in that the clip starts with the stylus dropping into the groove of the road-
way and ends when the needle reaches the center label (Figure 10.26). So
does Lauryn Hill, whose destination on this trek through the city ends up as
the record label revolving around the spindle, the Empire State Building.

Links between Hill’s song, “Everything is Everything,” and the video
imagery are not rigid, however. The video does not simply illustrate the
song, and it goes without saying that the song isn’t just about an oversized
stylus tracking the Manhattan streets, although the use of surface noise and
scratching as features of the original recording may have suggested the vi-
sual conceit of the video. In fact, the video modifies the musical mix, also
reinforcing connections between audio and video. The scratching rhythm
so prominent on the compact disc is significantly reduced on the sound-

FIGURE 10.24 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. Lauryn Hill and the lion of Judah, a Rastafar-
ian symbol.

FIGURE 10.25 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. The song’s bridge, a rap that Lauryn Hill re-
cites directly to the camera.
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track of the video. Its audible presence rises when it is matched with the
shifting of the image representing the manual movement of the turntable.
At another point, the video actually adds an audio feature not in the origi-
nal version of the song, explicitly connecting the audible qualities of the
soundtrack to the action on screen. When the giant stylus catches a news-
paper front page (with the headline, “WAR!”) and drags it through the
street, the sound quality thins, as a piece of dirt might diminish a stereo sys-
tem’s fidelity (Figure 10.27). In both these cases, of course, the properties
of the soundtrack underline the idea that the gigantic stereo system actually
is playing “Everything is Everything,” encoded in the streets of the city.

Like many videos, Everything is Everything has something of an open
form that does not have a single historical anchor or yield a single mes-

FIGURE 10.26 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. The stylus reaches the label, at the base of the
Empire State Building and at the center of the record.

FIGURE 10.27 Lauryn Hill, Everything is Every-
thing. The needle catches and drags a newspaper
through the streets. Until it’s released, the sound
quality is diminished.
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sage. Although not specifically a prediction, its imagery of Manhattan’s
buildings and people on the ground below astonished by forces and ob-
jects descending from the sky, as well as the implications of a world at war,
earn the video a deeper resonance since the attacks of 11 September 2001.
Lauryn Hill’s song carries suggestions of a search for a holistic existence,
and a resolve that it will come to pass. Although it refers to social distress
and confusion, it also conveys ideas of evolutionary change, something
that perhaps is also suggested by the image of a musical apparatus track-
ing irresistibly through the city streets, from the edge to the center, rais-
ing music all the way.

Although the image of a city magically transformed into such an ob-
ject as an LP might at first seem disruptive or threatening, it also suggests
that the world is subject to the DJ as deity. This characterization may seem
a bit flip, but it does suggest ideas of higher spiritual powers, or a being
who oversees the everyday lives of people, and the transformative values
of music. That the overall structure follows that of a recorded song—from
dropping the needle to its arrival at the label—and that the central char-
acter follows this same path strongly indicates the video’s concern for the
music itself. The musical style, which mixes the melodic qualities of soul
with the rhythmic properties of hip-hop, is conventionally associated with
the city, one of the key subjects of the video. While the city is depicted as
a place of stress, a higher power can elicit the musical properties of an ur-
ban setting. In fact this four-minute video, in that it imagines music en-
coded in the streets as it is imprinted in the groove of a record, figuratively
depicts urban music as “music of the streets.”

320 SPECIAL TOPICS IN TELEVISION FORM

Summary

After a prehistory in cinema, radio, and other forms of television, music
television and music videos as they developed after the introduction of
MTV exerted tremendous impact. That it may be difficult to tell the dif-
ference between a commercial for jeans and a music video suggests that
each has drawn from the other. Television dramas and situation comedies
regularly incorporate musical sequences. Beyond their influence on tele-
vision itself, videos have been seen as detrimental to morality, as time-
wasters, for some as evidence of postmodern culture, for others as evi-
dence of social decay, but, whether or not music television has dulled in
impact, it has persisted as a staple among the selections on the TV dial.

Music videos are a form of advertising for recorded music and pro-
motion for the performers they feature, but also constitute programming
material for music television services and programs. They are intended to
sell as well as to entertain, and they have become one of television’s main
venues for the presentation of popular music and the representation of its
performers. They consequently are affiliated with the music industry and
share some of its interests.

Whether narrative, non-narrative, performance-oriented, or graphic
(most likely combining elements of all these), a video generally revolves
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Music Television 321

around a single musical number. Visually, it may be coherently organized
by principles of continuity editing, but just as likely it has discontinuity, re-
lying on associations of images to construct themes or evoke feelings that
lend it unity for the viewer. The tools by which music television and music
videos may be analyzed and discussed are essentially no different than
those used for any other type of television, even though rhythm and struc-
ture, which have as much to do with the music as the video, may seem
more abstract than the story or character that underpin narrative. By com-
parison with narrative television, music television is a more evidently
open form.

Further Readings

The hit parade of music television changes constantly, making the selec-
tion of current examples to illustrate this discussion impossible. What is in
high rotation as I write this chapter will have fallen off the charts by the
time you read it. You may be able to find the examples discussed here in
collections available on home video. As important, however, you should
measure these observations against other examples of music video and
music television.

Several examples in my discussion of music television are drawn from
MuchMusic, in Canada. In part that is because I am writing from Canada,
where MTV and VH–1 are not carried on cable TV. (A version of Much-
Music is available in the United States, and a version of MTV is carried
on satellite services in Canada.) This offers you an opportunity to make
comparisons. You should be able to measure these findings against MTV
or whatever music television service is available to you, which may turn
up some subtle and some not-so-subtle differences.

MTV’s and MuchMusic’s Web sites (www.mtv.com and www.much
music.com) offer valuable adjuncts to examination of music television, as
well as access to a range of videos. They provide information about the
broadcasters, programs, and personalities, but they also offer useful ma-
terial for an examination of the ways music television tries to interact with
its audiences. They also suggest the growth and breadth of the broadcast-
ers’ reach, not least in the links to international services the two corpora-
tions operate in Asia, Europe, and South America.

Video and music television have become important parts of the world
of pop music. This change is reflected in contemporary writing on the mu-
sic and its performers, such as the five articles Simon Frith commissioned
for his anthology, Facing the Music (New York: Pantheon, 1988), including
his own “Video Pop: Picking Up the Pieces.” An early consideration of
video by an authority on popular music is Dave Laing, “Music Video: In-
dustrial Product, Cultural Form,” Screen 26, no. 2 (March–April 1985): 78–
83. One of the key sources for investigating music television is the popular
press, in particular the segment of the press devoted to music or youth.
Rolling Stone, for one, covered the innovation and development of MTV,
and presented the first book-length assessment in Michael Shore, The
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322 SPECIAL TOPICS IN TELEVISION FORM

Rolling Stone Book of Rock Video (New York: Rolling Stone Press, 1984). For
institutional studies of the U.S. music television service, see R. Serge
Denisoff, Inside MTV (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1988), and Jack
Banks, Monopoly Television: MTV’s Quest to Control the Music (Boulder, CO:
Westview, 1996). Karen Pegley introduces an extensive, cross-institutional
study of programming and content in an article, “Multiculturalism, Di-
versity and Containment on MuchMusic (Canada) and MTV (US),” Cana-
dian University Music Review 22 (2002): 93–112, to be built in a book-length
study.

The impact of music videos and music television is reflected in the vol-
ume of criticism devoted to the form in the 1980s. One of the first substan-
tial discussions is Marsha Kinder, “Music Video and the Spectator: Televi-
sion, Ideology, and Dream,” Film Quarterly 38, no. 1 (Fall 1984): 2–15. A
later contribution to the same journal is my own “Musical Cinema, Music
Video, Music Television,” Film Quarterly 43, no. 3 (Spring 1990): 2–14. Sev-
eral journals devoted entire issues to articles on music television, or rela-
tions of music, film, and TV. Journal of Communication Inquiry 10, no. 1
(Winter 1986) includes a number of influential articles, such as Margaret
Morse, “Post Synchronizing Rock Music and Television”: 15–28, reprinted
in Television Criticism: Approaches and Applications, edited by Leah R. Vande
Berg and Lawrence A. Wenner (New York: Longman, 1991). Popular Mu-
sic and Society 11, no. 3 (1987) includes a number of useful articles that take
social and aesthetic approaches to the subject of music video and music
television, including Gary Burns and Robert Thompson’s “Music, Televi-
sion, and Video: Historical and Aesthetic Considerations”: 11–25, which
provides a useful complement to this chapter. Wide Angle 10, no. 2 (1988),
titled “Film/Music/Video,” contains articles not only on music videos and
MTV, but also on Japanese music-video production and Spanish-language
music television, as well as musical performance in feature films. A valu-
able, detailed analysis of a single video can be found in Kobena Mercer,
“Monster Metaphors: Notes on Michael Jackson’s Thriller,” Screen 27, no. 1
(January–February 1986):26–43.

MTV and the proliferation of music video on television coincided with
the rise of postmodernism as an intellectual and historical frame for cul-
tural studies. In fact, television and music television were frequently cited
as evidence of the postmodern era. Several articles in Popular Music 7, no. 3
(1988) situated the form among such intellectual trends. The first book-
length, critical study of MTV also appeared in this context: E. Ann Ka-
plan, Rocking Around the Clock: Music Television, Postmodernism, and Con-
sumer Culture (New York: Methuen, 1987). Kaplan’s analysis, from the
perspective of a U.S.-based feminism, informed by psychoanalytic theory,
and an approach deriving from film studies, opened itself up to rebuttal
from the point of view of cultural studies, informed by Marxism and mu-
sical studies, notably Andrew Goodwin, “Music Video in the (Post)Mod-
ern World,” Screen 28, no. 3 (Summer 1987): 36–55. Goodwin developed his
discussion in his valuable book, Dancing in the Distraction Factory: Music
Television and Popular Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1992). Comparable positions appear in the anthology Goodwin edited
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with Simon Frith and Lawrence Grossberg, Sound and Vision: The Music
Video Reader (London: Routledge, 1993), which also includes Mercer’s ar-
ticle on Thriller. Furthermore, Kaplan’s study caught MTV at a point of
organizational transition, made clear in Lauren Rabinovitz, “Animation,
Postmodernism, and MTV,” Velvet Light Trap 24 (Fall 1989): 99–112. This
article augments the literature with a brief discussion of the political econ-
omy of MTV, as well as a consideration of the significance of animation
techniques in music television. Among other valuable investigations of
music television and its political and ideological implications are Debo-
rah H. Holdstein, “Music Video: Messages and Structures,” Jump Cut 29
(1984): 1, 13–14, and Pat Aufderheide, “Music Videos: The Look of the
Sound,” in Watching Television, edited by Todd Gitlin (New York: Pan-
theon, 1986) 111–35.

Robert C. Allen, ed. Channels of Discourse (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1987, revised in 1992, and retitled Channels of Dis-
course, Reassembled) is a collection of original essays that discuss televi-
sion from different critical approaches, and music videos figure promi-
nently in Kaplan’s essay on feminism and John Fiske’s on British cultural
studies. Both use as examples Madonna, Material Girl in particular. Fiske
develops his analysis of music TV in his book Television Culture (New York:
Methuen, 1987) and in the two-part chapter titled “Madonna” and “Ro-
mancing the Rock” in his Reading the Popular (Boston: Unwin Hyman,
1989) 95–132. Madonna is also a central character in Lisa A. Lewis’s in-
vestigations of popular music, music TV, and female fans. See her book
Gender Politics and MTV (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990),
which concentrates on four stars: Madonna, Cyndi Lauper, Tina Turner,
and Pat Benatar. Gender is the key issue also in Robin Roberts, Ladies First:
Women in Music Videos (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1996).
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Notes

1. Simon Frith, “Look! Hear! The Uneasy Relationship of Music and
Television,” Popular Music 21, no. 3 (2002):277–290.

2. Jack Banks discusses some of the implications of the rotation sys-
tem, and the changes in it over MTV’s history, in his Monopoly Television:
MTV’s Quest to Control the Music (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1996) 184–85.

3. Andrew Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory: Music Tele-
vision and Popular Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1992), 142–43, reprinted in his “Fatal Distractions: MTV Meets Postmod-
ern Theory,” in Simon Frith, Andrew Goodwin, and Lawrence Gross-
berg, eds., Sound and Vision: The Music Video Reader (London: Routledge,
1993) 57.

4. Selections of videos and other short works are available on the
DVDs, The Work of Director Spike Jonze (Palm, PalmDVD 2068–2) and The
Work of Director Michel Gondry (Palm, PalmDVD 2070–2), and the third in
the series, The Work of Director Chris Cunningham (Palm, PalmDVD 2069–2),
all released in 2003.
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5. For examples of the photographic style that inspired Madonna’s
Vogue, see George Hurrell, Portfolios of George Hurrell (Santa Monica,
CA: Graystone Books, 1991). Walker Evans’s pictures are widely repro-
duced in collections concerning US government sponsored photography
of the 1930s, but probably the best source is the classic book in which they
were first collected, James Agee and Evans’s Let Us Now Praise Famous
Men (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1941). The images of Don Henley’s The
End of the Innocence derive from Robert Frank’s influential collection The
Americans (1959; New York: Pantheon, 1986).
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