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This book is dedicated to Madonna.

And to Tara Hanks, Fraser Penney and Paul Maggs, who all love her as much as I do.
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Introduction

The thirteenth of December 1984: a pretty nondescript day in England. It was certainly cold, possibly icy, and I was probably wondering what to buy my friends and family for Christmas. That evening I was in my bedroom, getting ready to go to Thursday club; a youth club of sorts which was held at my school, and the highlight of my week. I was fourteen years old and as my parents disliked Top of the Pops immensely, I was watching it upstairs on my old black-and-white television. Downstairs our Betamax video was taping the programme, so that I could finally watch it the next day in colour.

As I applied my twilight-teaser lipstick and dusted off my ra-ra skirt, a young woman came onto the screen and sang “Like a Virgin”. She had long, straight hair and was wearing cut-off trousers and a belted jacket. I didn’t know who she was, but I knew she was someone important. When they flashed up her name – Madonna – at the end of the song, I was sure it wouldn’t be the last time I saw this funky, self-assured woman.

The next day I watched the clip again but this time in colour, and realised that Madonna’s hair was not blonde as it had looked in black-and-white, but bright pink. It was a wig, but wearing such an outrageous (for the time) look on a national TV show just confirmed my thoughts that she was a force to be reckoned with.

After that moment, my posters of Wham! and Duran Duran were replaced by pictures of the bangle-wearing, midriff-showing singer. She became my idol, and I’d be a liar if I said I never dressed up as her. I did, of course, with varying degrees of success. My cut-off tops and leggings were fairly popular, but my yellow nail varnish and blue lipstick caused my parents to comment that I looked like I had some kind of exotic disease. However, while I may have wanted to be just like Madonna on occasions, more than anything she became a role model; someone to inspire me and reinforce the idea that dreams really do come true.

I have seen Madonna in concert six times, and have collected every magazine cover, book, album and DVD I can find. I have yet to meet the woman herself, but seeing her vast list of accomplishments over the past thirty years has given me great encouragement to go after my own dreams of becoming a full-time writer. This is something that finally happened several years ago, after many years of hard work and sheer bloody-mindedness.

Within my desire to become a writer was the dream to do a book about Madonna, but not a salacious, tell-all biography, which I know she has particular distaste for. Instead, I wanted to put together a tribute which fans around the world could appreciate; and what better way to do that than to create an illustrated volume, telling her story through a series of photos and extended captions. I am ecstatic, therefore, to present to you a book – a celebration, if you will – made up of 220 iconic or interesting moments of Madonna’s life and career. It is written from the heart, with photos chosen by myself, and I very much hope that you will all enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed putting it together.

See? I told you dreams come true, didn’t I?

Michelle Morgan, June 2014
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Born into an Italian-American Catholic family, Madonna Louise Veronica Ciccone (she chose the name Veronica herself, during her confirmation) came into the world on 16 August 1958. She was the eldest daughter of six children, and was named after her mother, Madonna Fortin. For the first five years, her life in Michigan was one of relative (if slightly chaotic) ease, until her mother was diagnosed with breast cancer in the early 1960s. The young child did not understand what was going on, and Madonna later revealed how she remembers begging her mother to play while her mum cried silently, unable to summon the energy to do anything.

Finally, after a long battle with the disease, Madonna Senior passed away and the family were devastated. Madonna would later say that she thought it a fitting tribute that she was named after her mother, who was destined to die very young. She has also described her as the most perfect woman and mother who ever lived.

This photo shows Madonna as a toddler (wearing a striped blouse) with family and friends, a few years before her mother’s death.
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The young Madonna missed her mother terribly, and from that moment on made a decision that she would never be hurt by anyone or anything ever again. She was extremely angry that her mother had been taken away, and later remembered that when neighbours came to the house to see how everyone was, it would just make her even more upset, and she couldn’t wait for them to leave so that she could grieve in private.

After the family had recovered as much as they could, the young girl threw herself into school work, looked after her brothers and sisters, and very much became the woman of the house. Her father adored her, and the attention she received ultimately caused conflict between her and her siblings. A great sense of competition began in order to see who could gain the most attention from their father, and it seemed Madonna was always the winner. Because of this, her brothers would often pick on her; at one point apparently pinning her to the washing line by her underwear.

This photo shows Madonna after her mother’s death, on stage during a dance performance. She is the brunette child on the right.
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After Madonna Senior’s death, housekeepers were a frequent but unwanted presence in the Ciccone household, and the children did their best to chase each and every one away. Finally, Joan Gustafson joined the family, and before long a relationship began between Joan and Madonna’s father, Sylvio (Tony). When it was announced in 1966 that the two were to marry, the children did not take kindly to the news. Madonna later remembered that her father wanted everyone to call Joan “Mom”, but the young child struggled to get the words out of her mouth. From that moment on, she resented the woman who she felt had taken her place in her father’s affections, and became deeply unhappy with the situation.

The children became further frustrated when Joan gave birth to two more siblings – Mario and Jennifer – stretching the family income even further with two new mouths to feed. The tension between Joan and Madonna continued for some years, but since becoming a mother herself, the singer seems to have mellowed towards her step-mother, declaring that she was probably unfair in her treatment of her whilst growing up.

This photo shows Tony and Joan, with their children, Mario and Jennifer.
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As Madonna became a teenager, she took great interest in the subject of dance. She began attending lessons with a teacher called Christopher Flynn, who was to become a major influence in her life. Flynn saw something very special in his young student and encouraged her love of dance, taking her to gay nightclubs and introducing her to things that her strict Catholic upbringing had never let her be privy to in the past.

During this time, Madonna was asked by a high-school friend if she would like to take part in his amateur film, to be recorded on his Super 8 camera. She said yes, and was filmed on the sundeck of a house she was babysitting in at the time, eating a raw egg and then having one “fried” on her stomach by an obliging female friend. Once cooked, the girl then ate the egg from Madonna’s stomach using a knife and fork. The film was very much just high-school fun, but it is interesting, nevertheless, and has been shown in several documentaries over the years.

This photo shows Madonna in a garden, around the time she was taking dance lessons with Flynn.
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In spite of this photo showing Madonna in the company of male friend Brian Campbell, she has made no secret of the fact that in high school she wasn’t particularly popular with boys. Choosing not to shave her legs or underarms, and rarely bothering with make-up, the teenage Madonna seems to have been far more concerned with her dance lessons than with anything boys had to offer.

The fact that she refused to perform any kind of personal grooming would often lead to her being teased by other students, and she would return home crying and upset. Madonna later said that her father tried to get her to understand that if she was going out of her way to be different, then she should accept that there would be people eager to knock her down a peg or two. This was to be a good lesson learned for the future.

During this time, Madonna joined her high-school cheerleading troupe, and spent many hours rehearsing after class. The hobby complemented her dance training well, and was also a good way of getting out of babysitting duties at home. One teacher later remembered that, while Madonna’s step-mother frequently wanted her home by a particular time, staff would phone to explain that she would need to stay late in order to practise her cheerleading. This enabled the teenager to skip off to a dance class without her parents complaining that she was late returning to the house.
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After graduating from high school, Madonna enrolled at the University of Michigan, where she shared an apartment with two young men and a woman called Whitley Setrakian. Whitley would later remember that, while she was initially intimidated by Madonna, generally their time together was a happy one. The two obtained jobs at an ice-cream store to pay for their dance classes, and spent their free time going to parties and nightclubs around town. Still, no matter how late the evening was, Madonna would always be up and out to class by 8 a.m., such was her devotion to her studies.

The dancer was a popular student, making friends with a young musician called Stephen Bray and even visiting nightclubs with her teachers. By this time Christopher Flynn was teaching at the university, and he continually encouraged her to move to New York and follow her dreams. While she was hesitant at first, after one year on campus she decided that in order to become a professional dancer, she would need to move to the city. Her family did not want her to go, but in spite of that, Madonna packed her bags and boarded a plane to her future.
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Madonna chose to leave Michigan and head to New York with only $35 in her pocket and no approval or permission from her father. By the time she arrived, the future singer ended up in a seedy apartment, with drug dealers in the hallways and shady characters lurking in the shadows. She began dance lessons with Pearl Lang, and spent so much time dressed in leotards and ripped tights that it prompted other people in the building to mistake her for a prostitute. This was something she could later laugh about, but certainly did not appreciate at the time.

Meanwhile, her father would travel to New York on a regular basis, begging Madonna to come home. She would assure him that all was well and that he had no reason to worry, and send him on his way. The visits would upset her, however, due mainly to the fact that she felt so lonely and isolated in the large city, with no real friends to call her own. During the 1998 documentary Madonna Rising, the star told Rupert Everett that she would get very sad during her first years in New York. “I used to cry and cry and cry and long for familiarity,” she said. It should also be noted that Madonna later revealed to Harper’s Bazaar that she had been sexually assaulted by a stranger on the street shortly after arriving in New York, which can only have added to her desperation and unhappiness. However, in spite of the loneliness, Madonna was determined never to return to Detroit, instead wanting more than ever to make a name for herself in New York.
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In order to support her dance studies, Madonna took odd jobs as a hat-check girl at the Russian Tea Room and a “jelly squirter” filling doughnuts at Dunkin’ Donuts. Neither job paid much money, and she later laughed that the reason she was fired from Dunkin’ Donuts was because she squirted the jelly too liberally – mainly all over the equipment rather than the food.

She discovered that photography students at the New School were looking for models, and what’s more, they were also offering a lot more money than she ever earned in regular jobs. After that, when not dancing, the twenty-year-old Madonna would head to the school and pose for three hours (often nude) to earn enough money to buy food. Dinner would be yoghurt, nuts and occasionally popcorn, depending on how much money she had earned that week.

Sometimes Madonna was offered private work at photographers’ studios (aka their dingy apartments), but as long as it was above board, she didn’t mind. “It was really good money and very flexible hours which is why I chose to do it – it wasn’t because I enjoyed taking my clothes off,” she told Rupert Everett during the 1998 television special Madonna Rising.
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When it was clear that dancing would not earn her a good living, Madonna began going to auditions for a variety of different entertainment jobs. At one point she found herself auditioning to be a backing singer for French disco artist Patrick Hernandez, which brought her to the attention of two French producers. Telling her she could be a big star, the two men flew Madonna to Paris, put her up in a posh apartment, gave her a car and a driver, and paid her so much money she didn’t know what to do with it all.

The singer was there for six months in total, during which time she did a little work and a lot of thinking, and eventually she decided that, while singing was definitely what she wanted to do with her life, she did not wish to be moulded into the producers’ idea of what a star should be. Madonna told the men that she would be going back to America for a holiday, but she never returned to Paris. Instead, she set herself up in New York and put everything she had into learning to write music in order to begin a career that was controlled by herself, not by anyone else. “I wanted to earn it,” she later said.
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In 1979, Madonna saw an advert looking for actors to star in a low-budget film entitled A Certain Sacrifice, which was being made in New York. She wrote a long, personal letter to writer/director Stephen Jon Lewicki, who was so intrigued by her unusual approach that he agreed to give her an audition. The role was an unpaid one, but Madonna insisted she be given $100 for her services. Lewicki complied, but insisted she sign a release. She did and eventually won the role of Bruna, a passionate “bad girl” who lives with a group of love-slaves but falls in love with a relatively “normal” young man.

The film was not exactly well acted, nor did it make for pleasant viewing, and at one point it includes some rather disturbing scenes after Bruna is raped by a man in a restaurant toilet. After recovering physically, she decides to take revenge on her attacker, and together with her friends and lovers she drives around New York in order to find him. Eventually they do track him down and Bruna and friends end up carrying out a sacrifice, complete with tomato-ketchup blood and an awful lot of dramatics.
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A Certain Sacrifice required Madonna to disrobe and take part in scenes that at the time were described as “soft porn”. By today’s standards it is all relatively tame, but in spite of that, she was not thrilled when the film was eventually released in 1985. She tried to block it; not for the nude scenes, she insisted, but because it was horribly acted. The singer lost the case due to the fact that she had signed a release form, and the film went to video, selling thousands of copies around the world.

The film wasn’t the only time Madonna appeared before a camera during her journey to stardom. After A Certain Sacrifice, she landed a role in a Curt Royston project entitled In Artificial Light, which consisted of various individual pieces all written by the actors themselves. During her section, Madonna recites her own poetry, talks about her philosophies and is filmed performing a song called “Hot House Flower” with her band. It didn’t catapult her to stardom, but it did leave a better impression than A Certain Sacrifice.

This photo and the one on the previous page are both from the series of pictures that Madonna would send to prospective producers when looking for work.
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When Madonna began her journey into music, she enlisted the help of various friends, including then-boyfriend Dan Gilroy and, later, university friend Stephen Bray. She also set up several bands, most notably the Breakfast Club and Emmy, which gave her experience of writing songs, playing the drums and guitar, as well as organising gigs. However, not happy with being hidden behind a drum kit all evening, Madonna eventually persuaded the other band members to let her sing a few songs. Having tasted the limelight, it wasn’t long before she was anxious not to be part of a band at all, but to exist as an artist on her own.

Squatting in several apartments, including a synagogue with Gilroy and New York’s infamous Music Building, Madonna still lived a lonely life, which was made worse when one of her apartments was broken into and the thieves made off with her music equipment. She also had a failed business relationship with a management company, owing mainly to the fact that they wanted her to concentrate on rock-and-roll music, while she was very much about making good pop songs.

During the early years there were times when she was homeless, living on friends’ sofas and occasionally searching through trash cans for food. Hers was no X Factor rise to fame, and there were no Svengalis to make everything work out well. But no matter how bad her life was, Madonna worked furiously on her music every single day, believing that one day she would become a fully fledged star and be able to leave all the troubled times behind her.
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After her various failed attempts at stardom, Madonna put together an audition tape and took it around every New York DJ she could find, hoping that they would play it in their clubs. She eventually found someone who was willing to do it, and was thrilled when people flocked to the dance floor whenever it was played. From this moment, the singer began to be noticed, and finally gained a circle of friends who not only took away her blues, but also made life more interesting.

One of the DJs Madonna became friends with was Mark Kamins, who was so impressed with her work that he arranged for her to meet Sire Records executive Michael Rosenblatt. A short time later the singer found herself in a hospital room occupied by Seymour Stein, President of Sire Records, who had been told about her by Rosenblatt. Stein later joked that Madonna would not have minded if he was lying in a coffin, as long as his arm was out and he was able to sign the deal. Armed with her boom box and tape, which included the song “Everybody”, Madonna played her music to Stein and he was so impressed that he signed her immediately.
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After signing to Sire, Madonna wasted no time getting into the studio. Her first album, released in July 1983 and called simply Madonna, was a roaring success, and included five singles: “Lucky Star”, “Borderline”, “Burning Up”, “Holiday” and “Everybody”. The tracks were all very much pop songs, and “Holiday” has gone onto become one of the most famous Madonna songs of all time, performed frequently and re-released three times in the UK, entering the top ten every time.

All of the singles released from the first album had official videos, except “Holiday” which is generally showcased using an appearance from the television show Solid Gold. “Borderline” was Madonna’s first story video, and told the tale of a girl and boy in a fairly toxic relationship, which is pushed to the limits when she is discovered by a photographer on the street. “Lucky Star”, meanwhile, featured Madonna dancing and singing while showing off her famous belly button.

This publicity photo shows Madonna’s early style, including her graffiti tag, “Boy Toy”.
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Once Madonna began to release music, her career started to hot up very quickly – although this didn’t stop her being rejected when she tried out for a part in the television series Fame. Auditioning for the role of Danny’s girlfriend, the singer was deemed too tough for the part. She didn’t have much time to mourn, however, as she embarked on a series of publicity events, interviews and appearances. Among these was a spot on American Bandstand, where she told host Dick Clark that she wanted to rule the world. She also enjoyed a trip to the UK to appear on television shows The Tube and Top of the Pops.

Madonna’s early interviews and appearances are extremely interesting to watch, due mainly to the fact that she was young and hungry to achieve something wonderful in her life.
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