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The night David Bowie moved into the spare room, I realized it was time to get this book out of my head and onto the page. After several years of gestation, Bowie had started appearing in my dreams. That night, his ghost had taken up residence in my writing room. As an apparition does, he would come and go at strange times of the day and night, not even bothering to knock or announce his presence. He would be lurking in every corner, expecting to have long conversations with my partner and I over a four-course meal. He had even provided us with a menu and shopping list, and we were stressing about gathering the correct ingredients and cooking the specified dishes to his satisfaction. Being Bowie fans for over forty years, we welcomed him into our house with enthusiasm and indulged in lengthy conversations about musical arrangements, art and video. After a while though, he was like a family member who had outstayed their welcome. I heard myself saying ‘We love you David, but we can’t seem to do anything without you being present. Can you give us some space?’ Waking from this dream, I realized this book had been hanging around in my head and my home far too long. It was time to get it out into the world.

This dream reminded me of an earlier ‘visitation’ from Bowie in 2015, which triggered the genesis of this book. I was standing in front of a series of screens at the David Bowie Is exhibition in Melbourne,1 just before delivering a presentation about Bowie’s music videos at the symposium The Stardom and Celebrity of David Bowie. While I relished the total immersion of process materials, music and images of Bowie dancing across the screens, I was struck by the lack of contextual information accompanying the videos, particularly as most other items in the exhibition included fascinating descriptions of Bowie’s creative process. In the midst of the sensory overload, I had an epiphany – what is needed is a book that contributes in-depth analysis of Bowie’s music videos. How about a book that functions like a curated exhibition? I could be the curator, taking people on a joyride through elaborately furnished storyworlds, across time and space – even into outer-space. From that moment, the book began gestating in the ‘spare room’ of my head for the next seven years.

This story reveals a few things about myself. Apart from tending toward obsessive over-thinking and vivid dreams, I am a long-term Bowie fan who accidentally became an ‘aca fan’ – an academic whose research includes examining the artistic and cultural contributions of Bowie, along with other subjects of my fandom.2 While scholars have debated the legitimacy and value of researching from the subjective position of fandom, I draw on the research of Toija Cinque and Sean Redmond to argue that such a position can contribute a unique perspective and rich insights.3 My fandom might fuel an obsessive curiosity and a drive to learn more about Bowie’s approach to music video, but it does not eclipse critical evaluation and analytical rigor. In-depth analysis supports my argument that Bowie was a vanguard in establishing the art of music video. While I do not consider all of Bowie’s videos to be virtuoso works of art, there is much to be learnt from exploring their creative and collaborative process, along with the artistry of music video directors, who are often overlooked. One of the most significant contributions of this book, is the spotlight it shines onto artists and directors such as Mick Rock, Stanley Dorfman and David Mallet, showing how they played an important part – alongside Bowie – in establishing music video as a collaborative artform. Not only are these directors important for this reason, they must be credited for teaching Bowie about the collaborative process and how to use the form.

Although I was initially inspired to fill a gap in the literature on Bowie’s music videos, my motivation to write this book goes further than a gap-filling mission. I am driven by a deep appreciation for Bowie’s songs and music videos, a fascination to learn more about his artistic process, a desire to pass on knowledge to the younger generations, and a nagging urge to address a blind spot that obscures the field of vision within academia, the art world, and the creative industries. Music video has been treated as superfluous, trivial and as a dying form. While it has been considered worthy of studying in terms of its commercial value or use as a marketing tool, this narrow concept of value overlooks its role as an artform with significant value for representing social, cultural, and political issues. Few scholars have explored the artform’s potential to play an educational, therapeutic or transformative role in the day-to-day lives of citizens, and there is little in the way of in-depth analyses of music videos that remediate historical artforms or of artists who have played a key role in this process over a sustained period.

Seeing Bowie’s artisanal approach to music video develop across five decades has propelled me to engage in a deep exploration of his contributions to the art of music video. This book is intended as a companion to the videos; a resource that provides social and cultural context and offers conceptual and analytical tools, all of which helps to build a more nuanced understanding of Bowie’s creative process, and of music video as an artform. While I hope the book will build upon readers’ existing knowledge, it is neither a dry academic study guide nor a dense theoretical treatise. Intending to inspire a diverse audience, I have approached this project much like a storybook, designed to take readers on a time-travelling adventure. Crafted for maximum accessibility, it offers a resource for artisans, practitioners and for anyone engaged in scholarship. As such, readers can expect to come across some disciplinary-specific terms and academic references. Just as it is important to acknowledge my sources, I hope the references will serve as portals for those who wish to delve deeper.

While I have included contextual information about Bowie’s upbringing, influences and collaborations, this book is not a biography or a tabloid account of his personal life and relationships. There are already numerous publications offering extensive accounts of Bowie’s biography.4 This book does not provide a comprehensive compendium of Bowie’s catalogue of songs, nor does it discuss all of his music videos. Scholarship on Bowie’s music has already been covered exceptionally well by authors such as Chris O’Leary,5 Nicholas Pegg,6 Leah Kardos,7 David Buckley8 and Benoît Clerc.9 While these authors undertake some examination of Bowie’s videos, their focus is primarily on the songs. Since I am neither a trained musician nor a musicologist, I must acknowledge the extent to which I have relied on the work of these authors to comprehend the sonic layers of the videos. My hope is that this book will serve as a companion to their publications, which are unsurpassable in terms of providing insight into Bowie’s music.

Before Bowie’s death in 2016, there were already numerous scholarly publications exploring his contribution to music, art10 and culture.11 The scholarship in this field has continued to flourish, resulting in a plethora of insightful explorations of Bowie’s engagement with the screen,12 transmedia and inter-art,13 philosophy,14 performance,15 identity,16 stardom and celebrity.17 There have also been exemplary studies of his music videos, by Eoin Devereux, Aileen Dillane and Martin J. Power (2018),18 Julie Lobalzo Wright (2017),19 Tiffany Naiman (2019)20 and Katherine Reed (2023).21 The book you are reading would not exist without the strong foundation laid by the authors who have contributed to what is now termed ‘Bowie studies’. Building upon this valuable body of literature, this book contributes the first in-depth examination of the artistry woven through Bowie’s music videos from 1969 to 1983. This timeline is appropriate, since this was the period in which Bowie played a significant role in establishing music video as a collaborative, intermedial artform. The videos I have analysed were selected on the basis of their potential for revealing insights about this process. A selection of Bowie’s subsequent music videos is examined in my book David Bowie and the Transformation of Music Video: 1984–2016 and Beyond in my forthcoming book, which serves as a type of sequel to this book. Although each book contributes something new and distinct to the literature, it may be helpful to consider the books as siblings in an unfolding mini-series.

Format and structure

Taking inspiration from Bowie’s ‘magpie’ approach to foraging, I have stitched together a diverse array of perspectives from multiple authors. While this cannot possibly mirror the complex tapestry woven through Bowie’s videos, my intent is to leave many threads dangling, so that readers may pick up and follow them.

One of the challenges with any exploration of diverse media is to employ a consistent method for distinguishing between mediums. The following section outlines the formatting protocols I use throughout the book to differentiate each medium. Firstly, I use subheadings to clearly signpost my analysis of a song, before moving to an analysis of the video with the same title. While my focal point is the art of music video, it is important to distinguish the form and function of a song (as experienced without a visual accompaniment), with the form and function of a music video, which of course, will impact the meanings and sensations generated by the song. Since the terms promotional film and ‘promo’ are still used by many British directors,22 I use this term where it seems appropriate. To avoid confusion, I use single quotes for promos (‘Space Oddity’) and music videos (‘Heroes’), and double quote marks for songs (“Heroes”), italics for albums (Heroes), films (The Image), television series (Quatermass) and theatrical stage shows (The Elephant Man).

Screen-grabs are strategically positioned throughout the book to support my analysis of the videos. While these provide important visual accompaniment to the analyses, I encourage readers to watch the videos while you read. A link to a YouTube playlist is provided as a footnote at the beginning of each chapter. This enables readers to easily click through the videos in the order they are mentioned in the text. The following chapter outline shows how each chapter scaffolds chronologically from prior chapters.

Chapter one introduces my argument that Bowie played a key role in establishing and remediating music video as a collaborative artform. To support this argument, I step through an outline of relevant scholarship on music video and relate this to the concepts that frame my analysis of Bowie’s videos. This chapter also includes an explanation of my multimodal analytical approach, and a three-phase outline of the key shifts in the industrial context underpinning the production of British music videos between 1965 and 1983. Some readers may wish to bypass the conceptual frame and move directly to chapter two.

Chapter two examines Bowie’s traverse of stage and screen between 1967 and 1972, and situates this in relation to the broader process of remediation. I begin by establishing the cultural and collaborative context that shaped Bowie’s artistic and commercial interests and fuelled his motivation to perform across stage and screen. Further context is provided by exploring Bowie’s formative collaboration with Lindsay Kemp, and the inspiration he drew from mime, mask and the figure of Pierrot. The chapter then moves through an examination of selected promotional films directed by Malcolm J. Thomson, along with filmed performances for television shows such as Hits a Go-go, and The Old Grey Whistle Test.

Chapter three tells the story of Bowie’s intensive collaboration with Mick Rock between 1972 and 1973. Delving into the essence of their working relationship, and tracing the development of Bowie’s performance to camera, the chapter reveals how the two artists learnt much from each other, and shows how music video developed as a collaborative work of art. By exploring the specific affordances of painting, still photography and the moving image, I demonstrate how music video serves to remediate each of these mediums, while operating as a mobile, painted canvas.

Chapter four builds upon chapter three to demonstrate music video’s remediation of painting and sculpture in relation to light. It does so by exploring the influence of visual music and painting upon Bowie’s music videos from 1977 to 1979, which were directed by Stanley Dorfman, Nick Ferguson and David Mallet. The context is set by considering the impact of Berlin upon Bowie, and by exploring the creative process generated through the collaborative triumvirate of Tony Visconti, Brian Eno and Bowie. While suggesting the potential of music video as a vessel for the migration of gesture, close analysis also reveals the idiosyncratic aesthetic that specific directors contributed to Bowie’s oeuvre, and to furthering music video as an artform.

Chapter five picks up where chapter four left off by examining the videos produced from Bowie’s collaboration with Mallet from 1980 to 1982. Informed by insights gained from my interview with Mallet, further context is provided by considering the significance of Bowie’s acting role in The Elephant Man (1980–1) and his approach to the album Scary Monsters (1980). With considerable space devoted to an analysis of ‘Ashes to Ashes’, the video is explored from various perspectives, including its remediation of 1920s surrealist film and Commedia dell’arte, along with Bowie’s engagement with ‘future nostalgia’. Progressing to an analysis of ‘Wild is the Wind’ (1981) and ‘The Drowned Girl’ (1982), I use the metaphor of metamorphosis to describe Bowie’s response to personal tragedy.

Chapter six moves to the next phase of metamorphosis – ‘eclosion’. This is where Bowie emerges from his cocoon as a colourful (tanned) butterfly, ready to spread his wings far and wide. Coinciding with the ascendance of MTV, Bowie’s eclosion goes beyond his physical form. By examining the videos produced during this time, along with interview materials, we shall see that Bowie’s eclosion is manifested through his revised approach to music video – as an artform for communicating anti-racist messages to a mass audience. Through an analysis of the videos for ‘Let’s Dance’ and ‘China Girl’, this chapter examines Bowie’s use of signifiers and gestures as an artistic strategy intended to cast light on racism and colonial oppression.

The book concludes with an epilogue, which reflects upon the key findings of my research, and then pivots towards the focus and scope for this book’s forthcoming sequel – David Bowie and the Transformation of Music Video (1984–2016 and Beyond).

I hope you enjoy the six-course meal that follows. While it was Bowie who set the menu, it took me some time to gather the ingredients and cook each dish with care, so as to satisfy the various tastes of our guests. Thankfully, I had some assistance in the kitchen and was able to consult the very best recipe books. The guest list includes a menagerie of personas, including artists and music video directors who collaborated with Bowie – all with fascinating stories to tell, so…



Take your protein pills and put your helmet on, commencing countdown, engines on!23
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The Art of Music Video
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Video is there to be used as an artform as well as a sort of a commercial device for illustration and promotion.… I fell in love with video in the early seventies.

Bowie, 19811



When Bowie confessed his love for the art of music video, the extent to which he had already shaped this artform was not well known.2 In 1981, Bowie was lauded more for his status as a musician, but not so much for his visual art practice or for his contribution to the art of music video. There is now much greater awareness of Bowie’s artistry across several mediums. This is largely due to the proliferation of his creative outputs via YouTube and other internet platforms, along with exhibitions such as David Bowie Is (2013–18), tributary performances, and documentaries, along with the publications mentioned in the preface. Despite this broad engagement with Bowie’s art, there has not been a lot of attention given to the collaborative process and artistry of his music videos. More than forty years after Bowie expressed his love for video, his words resonate as I write this book. I too feel the need to state the obvious: music video is there to be used as an artform! While Bowie’s videos communicate this idea in their own right, this book specifically explores how Bowie and his collaborators used the form as a canvas upon which they experimented with artistic possibilities. My hope is that this deep excavation of Bowie’s videos will also help to demonstrate that music video is a collaborative artform with significant cultural value, and thus worthy of scholarship.

This first chapter undertakes the important function of summarizing the literature on music video and providing an outline of the shifting industrial context that shaped the production of British music videos between 1963 and 1995. I then provide an explanation of the concepts and methods that frame my analysis of the videos. The terms ‘loose continuity’ and transmedia, worldbuilding and intertextuality are discussed in relation to Bowie’s intermedial approach to art, all of which provides the context for the following chapters.

Music video scholarship

While this book owes much to the path-breaking research undertaken over the past decade, scholarship on music video was scant through the 1980s and 1990s. Where the form was given attention, it was considered as ‘television fillers or postmodern flow’, and typically perceived as a low priority in what Emily Caston has termed a ‘ “hierarchy of screen arts” in film and television studies’.3 Having developed my career across the disciplinary areas of screen media, art and cultural studies, I have witnessed first-hand almost three decades of such a hierarchy; music video has been relegated to a lower rung, despite its central role in generating representations and new configurations of old and new media, along with fine art and popular culture.

Will Straw and John Fiske were among those who explored music video in relation to a breakdown of singular truth systems. Writing in 1988, Straw downplayed the significance of music video’s impact within the ‘music-related industries’,4 a pessimistic viewpoint that he updated in 2018, only to bemoan its diminished cultural status due to YouTube’s ‘uncontrolled voraciousness and role as dumping ground for all kinds of minor cultural forms’.5 This, he claims, led to a situation whereby music video ‘has become little more than the sheathing in which the song is enclosed’.6 More optimistically, Fiske announced in 1986 that ‘Broadcast TV, approaching its half century has just developed its only original artform – rock video or MTV’.7 While Fiske recognized music video’s value as an artform, such statements are indicative of the academic blind spot that obstructed scholars from realizing how the form developed as an original artform long before the launch of MTV in August 1981. Although this blind spot continues to eclipse the academic field of vision, over the past two decades music video has been explored from many different perspectives, with recent publications taking it more seriously as an artform with social and cultural significance.

While music video once appeared to function primarily as a commercial medium for popular entertainment, the form has recently been exposed by scholars as functionally diverse. Music video has been explored as a site for philosophical provocation, and as a stage for complex acts of representation,8 performativity and personae,9 worldbuilding, fandom and the development of participatory cultures.10 According to my own audience research, music video may function as a suitably flexible form with which to provoke a therapeutic engagement with identity.11 Unconstrained by the conventions of more literal or didactic modes of representation, music video affords an almost unlimited potential for provoking an imaginative engagement with memory,12 for generating nostalgia and for vivifying spectres from the past.13

The prehistory of music video

Music video’s capacity to connect us with the past seems obvious when we consider the form’s rich prehistory, which has been traced even further back in time than the few decades preceding MTV. Those scholars who have traced the form’s antecedents are quick to point out that ‘music video has not just one, but several prehistories’.14 Describing visual music films of the mid nineteenth century as ‘proto-music videos’,15 Saul Austerlitz (2007) charts the development of other antecedents to the form, such as Hollywood musicals, Soundies, Scopitones, Snader Telescriptions and the jukebox. This historical trajectory shows how audio-visual media underwent successive changes, while serving as precursors to the early promotional films (promos) of the mid-to-late-1960s.16

Emphasizing the multiplicity and intermediality of the form, Mathias Korsgaard (2017) explains how diverse media and intersecting audio-visual pathways eventually developed into a medium we now refer to as music video.17 Throughout the twentieth century, the audio-visual-kinetic relations prefiguring music video underwent development through various mediums and performance modes. It is therefore vital to consider the role of antecedents to music video, such as visual music, silent cinema, theatrical performance modes, and avant-garde approaches to visual art, film and music, all of which form an important historical context for considering the artistry of the music videos examined in this book. The broad contours of these antecedents are outlined below.

Theatrical performance modes

Although scholarship on this topic is scant, various modes of stage and street theatre provide deep historical roots for the different types of performance depicted in contemporary music video. This is particularly relevant to several of Bowie’s videos, which remediate performance traditions associated with mime, masking, Commedia dell’arte and kabuki theatre. While Bowie continued to draw upon these performance traditions throughout his career, he also strove to synthesize several media and literary forms to create a convergence of theatrical stage and screen artforms.18 For this, he derived inspiration from another antecedent to music video – ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’,19 which has been translated as ‘total work of art’ or ‘synthesis of arts’.20 Exploring Richard Wagner’s theories on Gesamtkunstwerk and theatre as an ideal medium, Krisztina Lajosi suggests the concept ‘might also be rendered as “communal or collective artwork of the future” ’.21 Contemporary proponents of Gesamtkunstwerk strive for a multisensory synthesis of artforms, often involving the communal and/or integrated performance of music, literature, theatre, dance, painting, and sculpture.22

From visual music to audio-vision

This aim to engage multiple senses through a synthesis of media is also shared by the interdisciplinary tradition of visual music, a precursor and close relative of contemporary music video. Despite the tradition’s dispersal across music, painting, still photography, film, animation, kinetic sculpture and installation art, it is loosely held together by a desire to explore the relations between sound, music, visual art, and the senses. Noting how visual music finds continuity in music video, Korsgaard describes it ‘as the tradition of applying musical concepts or ideas (for instance, aspects of rhythm or techniques of counterpoint) to a form that is primarily visual – thereby “pushing visual art toward the condition of music” ’.23 Visual music artists aim to bring together visual and sonic media in ways that incite the experience of a direct relationship between sonic elements such as rhythm and timbre, with visual and sensory stimuli such as light, colour and the perception of movement. Proponents of the tradition explore audio-visual analogues and compositional strategies that provoke connections between the senses.24

Pioneering figures in the history of visual music include Wassily Kandinsky, František Kupka, Arnold Schoenberg and Mikalojus Konstantinas Čiurlionis. Building upon the work of these abstract painters, photographers and visual artists explored the relations between sonic and visual elements such as light, colour, and sculpture. This three-dimensional tier of visual music included artists such as Alfred Stieglitz, Zdeněk Pešánek, Francis Bruguière and Thomas Wilfred.25 Those who practiced moving image methods for composing visual music added a kinetic dimension, contributing new approaches to abstract animation, experimental film and kinetic sculpture. Among these artists, Len Lye, Oskar Fischinger, Norman McLaren and Harry Smith were pre-eminent for their experimentations with audio-visual-kinetic relationships, which have inspired the practice of contemporary music video directors. For example, the principles and aesthetics of visual music underpin the choreography for Daft Punk’s video ‘Around the World’ (1997), directed by Michel Gondry; for Björk’s video ‘Hidden Place’ (2001), Inez and Vinoodh used extreme close-ups of sensory organs and body fluids to convey the experience of synaesthesia. As we shall see, Bowie’s engagement with visual music is also apparent in his videos, as portrayed through his collaborations with artists such as Brian Eno and Stanley Dorfman, and by his persistent engagement with the relations between the sonic and visual arts.

While visual music may be the more obvious artistic tradition when considering the prehistory of music video, some of the most innovative and imaginative music videos of the past fifty-five years owe a debt to avant-garde strategies that were established by proponents of surrealism, Dada, Bauhaus, Situationism, Fluxus, punk, agit-prop, expanded cinema, experimental film and DIY audio-visual culture. These movements and cultures have provided artists and music video directors with sonic and visual languages and strategies for performing acts of subversion – a practice that has been explored by Kevin Donnelly,26 John Richardson, Holly Rogers, Carol Vernallis and myself.27 A prominent example of this strategic engagement with the avant-garde can be found in the Dada-inspired performance strategies used by Lady Gaga, which Michael Peters describes as ‘Gagaism’.28 In her video for ‘Poker Face’ (2008), director Ray Kay uses the technique of audio-visual glitch, which, according to Caetlin Benson-Allott, serves as a strategy for subverting the gendered ocular gaze established by Hollywood cinema.29 Not only was Bowie a key source of inspiration for Lady Gaga and many other artists, he forged the path for music video as a meeting ground for popular music and avant-garde subversive strategies.

Surrealism

The avant-garde strategies at play in Bowie’s videos may be better understood when considering the significance of surrealism as an antecedent to the development of contemporary music video. This lineage is explored by John Richardson, who highlights music video’s suitability for experimenting with surrealist methods. Using the term ‘neo-surrealism’, he explains that an essential aspect of this idea of the neo-surreal is a principle expounded by the historical surrealists: ‘the capacity of surrealist acts, performances or objects to bring about altered perceptions of the world – to help us to imagine afresh’.30 Following Richardson, I have explored the neo-surrealist remediation of popular music video, showing how surrealist strategies converge with music video conventions and experimental animation techniques, thus operating to ‘subvert the diametric boundaries drawn around popular and avant-garde, and “high” and “low” cultural forms’.31 Chapters four and five extend upon this research to examine surrealist strategies within the context of videos such as ‘Boys Keep Swinging’ (1979) and ‘Ashes to Ashes’ (1980). Given the extent to which Bowie incorporated surrealist strategies into many elements of his creative process (including lyric writing, sonic and visual composition), an outline of the key tenets of surrealism may help us to understand the intent behind some of the more perplexing moments in his videos.

Although often relegated to the 1920s–1930s, the key tenets of surrealism pre-dated this period, and continue to provide conceptual and methodological tools for artists to generate subversive acts, or to release the creative potential of the unconscious psyche. Driven by a desire for artistic and literary freedom, the early surrealists aimed to create sensorially provocative art and literature through irrational juxtapositions of words and images and the estrangement of familiar objects. While Bowie’s creative process underwent constant transformation, it was influenced by surrealist tenets such as: an urge to create art through play, experimentation, and chance occurrence; a desire to tap into the subconscious psyche, dream-states, archetypes, symbolism and mythology; an aim to transcend normative signifying systems (such as the codification of gender, sexuality, and identity per se); an intent to subvert ‘rational’ structuring devices (such as classical narrative, continuity editing and linguistic rules); an inclination to generate absurdist humour; and the provocation of an uncanny experience through estranging that which is familiar (for example, depicting a familiar beach scene with strange colours and inverted lighting). These broad tenets of surrealism underpin methods such as aleatory process, analogical composition, temporal dissonance, defamiliarization and détournement – concepts that will be explained in the following chapters. Proponents of the surrealist, Dada and Situationist movements used détournement as a strategy to interrupt conventional signifying systems by altering their familiar coding and re-routing their dominant or intended meanings.32

Remediation

Whether it be delving into the tenets of surrealism, visual music, Gesamtkunstwerk, silent cinema or experimental animation, the act of charting the prehistory of music video reveals a process of constant dialogue with antecedents to the form. While this may not always be explicit, close analysis reveals how these antecedents inform the work of artists and directors such as Floria Sigismondi,33 Michel Gondry,34 Stephen R. Johnson,35 Mark Romanek, Jonas Åkerlund, Kahlil Joseph and Melina Matsoukas.36 By engaging with the avant-garde, these directors contribute a refreshed experience of historical artforms, and a reconfiguration of how we experience old and new media. Since Bowie and his collaborators were vanguards of this process of ‘remediation’, it is important to explain how this process works. Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin used this term to describe the process by which new media attain cultural distinctiveness by paying homage to, and refashioning earlier media such as painting, photography, film, and theatrical stage productions.37 While they argue that ‘remediation is a defining characteristic of the new digital media’,38 this concept is also useful when applied to promotional films and music videos that were made before the advent of digital media. Throughout this book, I show how non-digital film and video also attained cultural distinctiveness by incorporating the aesthetics, techniques, gestures and conventions of earlier media.

By defining ‘remediation’ as ‘the representation of one medium in another’,39 Bolter and Grusin call attention to the affordances that distinguish mediums, while also suggesting how these might be modified through media convergence.40 In addition to the act of representation, remediation involves a process of alteration of one medium by another, which may occur due to new technology, changing social, cultural, and economic conditions, shifting aesthetic preferences, and changes in the ways media is produced, distributed, received and reconfigured. Bolter and Grusin use the term ‘visible remediation’ to describe a process whereby a reworked artform, using newer media technologies and presented in a contemporary setting, ‘becomes a mosaic in which we are simultaneously aware of the individual pieces, and their new, inappropriate setting’.41 While this notion of remediation provides a tangible way to consider how mediums change, I would qualify this statement by noting that remediation is also a sonic and audio-visual phenomenon. Furthermore, a prime catalyst for remediation is the practice of experimenting with intersecting media, which is one of the ways in which Bowie developed the art of music video.

An understanding of remediation is vital for any study of music video as an artform undergoing transformation. Korsgaard (2017) provides an insightful reflection on the remediation of various antecedents to music video, arguing that ‘music video enters into fundamental relations with other media, old as well as new, in incorporating, transforming, or repurposing their techniques, forms and aesthetics’.42 He shows how the prehistory of music video plays an important part in shaping the ways in which new digital technologies, along with networking and file sharing capabilities, have enabled previously unconsidered production practices and collaborative assemblages. Korsgaard proposes that remediation can be viewed as ‘a process of “historical reversal,” where not only new media remediate old media but also the other way around’.43 He observes how ‘the audiovisual language of music video is based upon expressions and techniques known from elsewhere’, and that ‘music video transforms some of these expressions, thus gradually forming new ones that slowly feed back into the media from which the expressions first came’.44 Music video is not only changed by other mediums, it may have a transformative impact on those mediums – and significantly – upon the way in which they are perceived by audience members. My close examination of Bowie’s videos explores this facet of audience perception and reveals how his infiltration of music video with other mediums and traditions has not only shaped it as an artform but has also reconfigured and revitalized those mediums. From his first promotional films through to his final music videos, Bowie played an important part in experimenting with the intersection of several mediums, thus remediating stage theatricality, mime, dance, television, film, sculpture, literature, costume, painting and photography. Although comprising several other intersecting mediums, music video has distinct affordances and capabilities, each of which explain why the medium provides a suitable canvas for an artist like Bowie. Each of the affordances outlined below link together to build a modular framework for contextualizing and analysing the videos in this book.

Volatile audiovisuality

Music video generates rich analyses, partly due to the medium’s volatile audiovisuality. Although this is often overlooked, the fecundity of music video’s audio-visual relations provides fertile ground for practitioners and scholars alike. This topic has been extensively charted by Holly Rogers (2010, 2014, 2017), whose research is vital for understanding the productive dialogue between music video, visual music, audio-visual media, avant-garde film and video art.45 Carol Vernallis has also contributed much to the study of music video and audio-visual media. In her book Experiencing Music Video (2004),46 Vernallis argues that music video generates intensified experiences due to its capacity for producing unique relations between music, image, and moving bodies. This idea is further developed in her book Unruly Media (2013), where the term ‘rhythmicize’ is used to describe the heightened capacity of music video to kinesthetically engage the body of the viewer.47 The topic of audio-visual media has been explored from a variety of perspectives by contributors to The Oxford Handbook of New Audiovisual Aesthetics (2013).48 Building upon this research, Korsgaard (2017) provides an analytical framework for comprehending the audiovisuality of music video ‘through the dual concepts of a visual remediation of music and a musical remediation of vision’.49 He explains that ‘audiovisual analysis explores how added value functions audiovisually, both in situations of audio-viewing, where sounds add value to images, and in the reverse situations of “visio-audition,” where images add value to sounds’.50 By examining the multimodal space in which sounds and images collide, one can identify the generation of new meanings, unexpected audio-visual combinations, and intensified aesthetics. The seemingly alchemical collisions occurring within this space can be explored by employing a variation of the flexible analytical framework developed by Lori Burns (2019).51 Using the term ‘dynamic multimodality’, Burns explains how her proposed analytical approach:



… distinguishes the spatial, temporal and corporeal dimensions, as these cut across the expressive composite of word-music-image. This analytical approach yields multi-dimensional perspectives on the music video as the site of lyrical, musical, and visual expression, facilitating the analyst’s exploration of how meanings are created in the audiovisual text.52



Since Bowie and his collaborators were often keen to experiment with the volatile audiovisuality afforded by music video, Burns’ approach towards multimodal analysis offers an appropriate analytical model, which I have adapted for my analysis of Bowie’s videos. Following Burns, I begin by excavating through the strata of each video to identify ‘individual expressive channels’,53 such as lyrics, musical arrangement, framing, camera technique, lighting, colour, set-design, editing and performance, including mime, pose and gesture. Once I have undertaken an in-depth examination of each of these modes as individual layers, this analysis then forms the basis for exploring the volatile relations between them. As we shall see, this step-by-step method of analysis shows how a song or artform can take on new meaning when remediated as a music video. This process also reveals insights about collaborative and creative process, and the vivifying possibilities of audio-visual assemblage.

A transformative media configuration

Music video affords the capacity to be transformative: to transform other forms, to transform our experience of songs and identities, and to transform our perception of time and space. Not only does it have the potential to catalyse such transformation, music video is in transformation. While its forms and functions are constantly changing, so too is the way that music video is produced, exhibited and experienced. Like a living organism, it is in a constant state of flux and renewal; always brushing up against other cultural forms and forever drawing new connections amongst numerous intertexts. For Tomáš Jirsa and Mathias Korsgaard, music video is an ‘ever-transforming media configuration which is both morphing and confusingly multifaceted’.54 They define music video as a ‘hybrid audiovisual configuration driven by the interaction of recorded sounds, moving images, and lyrics; an intertextual space of perpetual remediations where one medium transforms the other’.55 Building upon this definition, I describe music video as a collaborative artform (un)like any other. It is a mutable, time-travelling medium with the special ability to embody and mimic other artforms, mediums and traditions. Since the functional possibilities of music video have often been overlooked, I argue that it is not only a commercial artform with aesthetic and economic value, the form also has the capacity to be educational, insightful, subversive, relational, therapeutic and transportive.56

Music video TARDIS

Music video has the remarkable capacity to transport us across space and to particular moments in time, yet it may also be experienced as uncannily timeless. Through its travels, a video may resonate with diverse generations and communities, even when experienced in a completely different milieu from when it was created. This travelling affordance may be illustrated using the metaphor of the TARDIS, the time-travelling vessel used to explore the universe in the television series Doctor Who (1963–89).57 As an acronym for ‘Time And Relative Dimension In Space’, the progenitors of the TARDIS drew inspiration from the science fiction idea of the time machine, which dates back to H.G. Wells’ novels The Time Machine (1895) and The Chronic Argonauts (1888).58 In Doctor Who, the TARDIS travels through time and space by rematerializing as it passes through the dimensional plane known as the ‘time vortex’.59 While the exterior of the TARDIS is usually represented as a British police box, it is fitted with a ‘chameleon circuit’, which (when operational) enables it to change form and camouflage itself, thus blending into whichever environment it may land. Just as this sci-fi logic provides a flexible metaphor for the mutability and time-travelling affordances of music video, the metaphor is particularly well-suited to an examination of Bowie’s music videos. As we shall see, many of his videos serve as vessels for transporting storyworld components, myths and archetypes across time and space, including those derived from science fiction. By charting the travels of videos such as ‘Space Oddity’ (1969, 1972, 1979) and ‘Ashes to Ashes’ (1980), these videos appear as mobile palimpsests undergoing constant transformation.

Time is out of joint

By investigating the travelling affordance of music video, we become aware that the medium’s particular configurations of sound, word and image have the capacity to refer us to the future and to the past. Musical and lyrical phrases may align with visual resonances to provoke nostalgia, and they can also trigger the sensation of being transported to another place or time. While this might be a pleasurable experience, it can also conjure an uncanny untimeliness, a sensation which has been characterized by the phrase ‘the time is out of joint’.60 This line from William Shakespeare’s Hamlet was appropriated by Jacques Derrida in 1994 to describe a state of haunting whereby ‘revenants’ (spirits, spectres, ghosts) re-appear in a different time, giving rise to a sense of ontological uncertainty.61 While Derrida coined the term ‘hauntology’ with reference to the apparitional workings of political discourse, this concept has since been developed as a means of examining how mediated cultural forms trigger a sense of temporal dissonance. Extending and refashioning Derrida’s theory, Mark Fisher has demonstrated how music and screen media can produce a nostalgic engagement with the past and future, along with an eerie sense of dyschronia.62 Propelled by Fisher’s acute attention to the temporal and cultural affordances of music and audio-visual media, I have drawn on his notion of hauntological media as a means of understanding Bowie’s persistent engagement with time travel, temporal dissonance, and nostalgia.63 Since my earlier publications on this topic demonstrate the concept’s utility as a tool for analysis of audio-visual media,64 ‘hauntology’ is used in this book as a means for gaining insights about music video’s affordance for conjuring a sense of nostalgia for the past and future. The concept becomes particularly useful in chapter two, where we will begin to explore Bowie’s rumination on ‘future nostalgia’ – a sense of yearning for a future that will not come to pass.65 This is further elaborated in chapter five, thus demonstrating the continuity of this idea across Bowie’s songs, films, and videos.

A collaborative artform

Music video is a fundamentally collaborative artform, which draws together a diverse array of skillsets and production processes. The productive aspect of this commingling is demonstrated in the following chapters, which open a window onto Bowie’s collaborative relationships and creative processes. While revealing the collaborative nature of Bowie’s approach to creativity, this examination highlights the surprising possibilities that emerge from the convergence of different skillsets, ideas and ways of seeing.

Between 1969 and 1983, Bowie’s music videos emerged predominantly from collaborations with British practitioners. For this reason, Emily Caston’s book British Music Videos: 1966–2016 provides an important source for understanding the collaborative and industrial context in which Bowie’s videos of this period were produced.66 Caston argues that British music video has its roots in collaborative relationships, commercial contractual arrangements and audio-visual assemblages that emerge from industry settings.67 By focusing on the creative contributions, technical innovations and collaborative process of industry practitioners, Caston challenges those scholars who privilege music video directors as auteur figures without fully acknowledging the complexity of collaborative assemblage. Her book is a useful source for my study, since it deconstructs other common misconceptions that linger in the literature on music video. Unpicking the common belief that music video was born in America after the birth of MTV, Caston shows that music videos were being produced, distributed and exhibited in Britain for at least seventeen years before the launch of MTV.68 While these debunking arguments are reaffirmed by scholars such as Justin Smith (2019),69 they gain further support from my research into the collaborative process behind the scenes of Bowie’s pre-MTV videos.

Describing music video as ‘an industrial product defined by a distinctive supply chain’,70
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