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RITUAL AND METAMORPHOSIS –
A READING OF MADONNA'S FROZEN

Abstract: This essay aims to interpret it, the video-clip 
of the pop singer Madonna, by means of three research 
methods: iconology, semiotics and psychoanalytic. This 
hermeneutic approach is an attempt to extract the deep 
meanings of the esoteric ceremony initiated by the main 
female character in a musical video production.

Key words: esoteric forms, music videos, denotation, 
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identity, metamorphosis.

1. Introduction
(presentation of hypotheses)

It a music video directed by Chris 
Cunningham in 1998,  interpreted by the 
famous pop singer, Madonna (considered 
as a pop “athlete” for her musical career 
longevity and obstinacy), is constructed in 
a Gothic and in magical initiation visual 
discourse, which forces the tensions of an 
imaginary structured by space and time 
metamorphoses, which is generating the 
integration of a fragmented feminine into 
a cosmic identity. 

In this essay, I will try to analyze the 
stages of the reconstruction of this identity, 
based on the following assumptions: 
a) the arrangement of the formal elements 
in the visual field translate the meanings 
of an intrinsically Gothic narrative which, 
by symmetry and a series of dream-like 
and protean structures, is stimulating a 
process of refocusing the female being 
inside a terrestrial-cosmic dimension, 
b) in this regard, the ratio between the 
denotative visual signs, which are per-
forming the diegesis, and those of visual
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connotation, which coagulate the deep 
significance of this diegesis, illustrates the 
very metamorphosis of the female charac-
ter’s identity, c) mirror, as a metaphor and 
imaginary structure, which allows the 
doubling of the female character and allows 
its transformation in an entity belonging 
to the animal kingdom, is the principle 
underlying self-image construction, by the 
dispersion into phantasmic alterities.

2. The presentation of the methods

In proving these hypotheses, I am using 
three methods of hermeneutics, namely: 
Erwin Panofsky’s iconology, the semiotic 
method of Roland Barthes and Jacques 
Lacan’s psychoanalytic approach. Erwin 
Panofsky’s method allows the distinction 
between three levels of signification 
(the primary material, the iconographic 
significance and intrinsic meaning), by 
identifying the symbols, beginning with 
the rational representation of the elements 
in the visual field; Roland Barthes’s 
semiotic method, via its basic concepts 
(denotative, polysemy, anchorage, conno-
tation), allows the detection of deep mea-
nings of visual diegesis, by deepening 
the relationship between denotative and 
connotative signs. From the psychoana-
lytic theory and method of Jacques 
Lacan I am using especially the concepts 
of stage mirror and otherness, and the 
fundamental relationship between the 
Imaginary, the Real and the Symbolic. 
In support of these methods will use 
some principles of the material poetic 
imagination and of the four archetypal 
elements, as they were theorized by 

Gaston Bachelard. I preferred going 
through an interpretative approach, before 
getting to Panofsky’s theory, or through 
that of Barthes and Lacan, since only after 
applying a previous hermeneutics stage 
we can land in the formal analysis (of 
Panofsky’s theory) and that of denotative 
signs (in Barthes’s theory), in order to get 
to the deep meanings of visual discourse. 
In other words, it is necessary to detect 
and denotative formal framework, which 
results in connotation, before applying the 
method lacaniană, focused mainly on the 
modulation of unconscious fantasy.

3. Literary Review

In his fundamental book, Studies in 
iconology (1973), Erwin Panofsky describes 
the three levels of hermeneutics as follows: 
the primary level (of natural material, 
divided into factual and expressive) 
which involves identifying the reasons, 
the objects and the “pure forms”, which 
configure the composition of the visual 
object (Panofsky 5); the iconographic 
level, of the conventional material, which 
is meant to identify the relationship of the 
formal elements with a number of themes 
and concepts, by identifying iconographic 
images and allegories  circumscribed to 
the conventional meanings (6),  and the 
level of intrinsic significance of visual 
content which involves the “interpretation 
of symbolic values” (8), a “synthetic 
intuition”, driven by the psychology of the 
hermeneutic interpreter (15). I am also using 
New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics by 
Robert Stam, Robert Burgoyne and Sandy 
Flitterman-Lewis, and Visual Metodologies 
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by Gillian Rose, as providing conclusive 
information about the semiotic approach 
of Roland Barthes and Jacques Lacan’s 
psychoanalytical method. Barthes makes 
a theoretical distinction between the 
denotative and the connotation: as long 
as denotative signs are descriptive, they 
are easy to decode and to be related to 
the diegesis, as “the sum of denotative 
meanings of an image” (Rose 79), the 
signs with connotative meanings reveal 
a of deep transposition of the visual 
discourse, by metonymy and synecdoche 
(Rose 82). According to Barthes, every 
image is characterized by polysemy 
(multiple “semes” or meanings) so that the 
anchor (as a function of specific elements 

in the visual field) come to “discipline” 
this polysemy and to guide the viewer’s 
perception on a particular reading of 
image (Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-
Lewis 30). In the perspective of Jacques 
Lacan, the mirror stage introduces in the 
child’s life the first acquisition of self, 
the integration of his identity within the 
universe of meanings (Stam, Burgoyne 
and Flitterman-Lewis 130). The Imaginary, 
as psychic register of human experiences, 
develops a “narcissistic structure, in which 
the images of otherness are transfor-
med into reflections of the self” (Stam, 
Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis 131). 
So, the fragmented identity of the child 
is centered through identification with 
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the mirror image of his own body and 
by the images of the others, which inte-
grate its own self (Stam, Burgoyne 
and Flitterman-Lewis 131). To these 
theories I am attaching, as noted above, 
the poetics of material imagination by 
Gaston Bachelard, applied to art cinema, 
following in a study published by Michel 
Serc in the magazine “Association des 
amis de Gaston Bachelard.”

4. Interpretation

The first hypothesis (a), that is have set 
in the introduction, can be demonstrated 
by using Erwin Panofsky’s iconology. 
Regarding the primary layer, that of motifs, 
objects and forms, Frozen, the music 
video, consists of four visual registers. The 
space-time register includes the terrestrial 
elements (earth, mountains, black liquid), 
aerial (air, wind, clouds), cosmic (stars) 
all in a consubstantial relationship with 
the nocturnal-diurnal alternation. The 
zoomorphic register consists of the black 
ravens, who are introducing, in the spatial 
plan, the vectors of ascension, and black 
dog, which follows the earthly level. 
The object register consists of the black 
robe/ dress (used as a hood), the belt, 
the earrings and good luck charm at the 
female character’s neck. From the human 
register there are the hands painted with 
a magic value, the black hair, the body 
movements and the two women the same 
identified with the central character. The 
predominance of dark lighting and the 
dynamic black chromatics unifies these 
four levels, so that there can be identified 
a series of juxtapositions between the 

cosmic and the terrestrial elements, 
between the characters in the human and 
in the zoomorphic register, between the 
black dress and the ravens that ascend to 
heaven, and between the robe of the female 
character and the black dog. As regards 
with the iconographic conventional 
register, which is, as we stated, manifested 
in the relationship of the formal structures 
with a series of themes and concepts 
from the cultural history, the musical 
video Frozen contains some elements 
of utmost significance for the visual 
content. The space-time register belongs 
predominantly to a chromatic twilight, 
one of Gothic extraction, since it develops 
an esoteric script, of the metamorphosis of 
a creature with an obvious priestly flair. 
This “Gothification” of the imaginary is 
achieved by the presence in the visual field 
of some animal with Thanatic functions 
and with psychopomp relevance: the 
ravens and the black dog. While crows in 
mythological terms are symbols of death, 
the dog, in addition to his psychopomp 
function, represents the index of the 
deployment of the initiation process, the 
aggregation of a fragmented identity. The 
profile of the female character is thus that 
of a priestess, who performs, through the 
game of hands, of chanting and dancing, 
an esoteric ritual. 

There are three elements that add 
a Hindu component to this Gothic 
imaginary: the tattooed hands, the right 
palm of the female character and the 
initiation dancing. While the tattoos on 
the hands, called “mehndi”, designate the 
traditional Hindu wedding ceremony the 
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bride before the bridal ritual, the sign in the 
palm of the hand is the word AUM, which 
symbolizes the three stages of existence 
(birth, life and death). The body and hand 
movements are references to Shiva, the 
god of destruction in Hindu mythology 
(it is a positively connoted destruction, 
as the process previous to a new genesis), 
who practiced the dancing as a creative 
ritual. In this respect, Madonna’s musical 
video contains, at the conventional level, 
a series of cultural references that can 
be detected only by the reference to the 
European culture and others to Indian 
history,  and the correct identification of 
each of them contributes to an adequate 
hermeneutics (Panofsky 7). The level of 
intrinsic meaning requires, as I stated 
in another context, the interpretation 
of symbolic values of visual content by 
linking all the elements that make up the 
other two layers previously analyzed. In 
such context, the musical video Frozen is 
configured in a funeral space-temporality, 
the ritual of capturing immortality by a 
Hindu priestess. The tattoo on her hands 
shall describe, in line with the Indian 
tradition, the ceremonial performed by the 
priestess before the wedding ceremony to 
the cosmos. The two alter-egos and the 
female character, who has tattooed in her 
palm the word AUM, symbolize the three 
stages of existence (birth, life and death), to 
be undertaken for the perfection of the self. 
The black dress, with iridescent blue tints, 
can be interpreted as a slice of the creative 
chaos, from there the vertigo in harmony 
with her body movements. The women’s 
hair due adds magical meanings of this 

uncreated matter (represented by a black 
dress), which decomposes, recomposes 
and anamorphoses the images (see, for 
example, the image where the black dog’s 
skin and the cloak have the same texture). 
The cosmic wedding means, therefore, 
the integration of the human creature in 
the structures of the universe, which can 
generate the complete metamorphosis 
of identity. The ceremonial before the 
wedding is a ritualistic dance, which 
has attached the game of hands and the 
incantation, and is going through several 
stages of metamorphosis. The ritual dance 
of the Hindu priestess, similar to the of the 
god Shiva, also symbolizes the archetypal 
dance, the power of nature which inter-
venes in order to recreate the human 
being. In this respect, the three facets of 
the same woman make up a trinity-like 
Shiva who, by the dance of initiation, 
connects to the cosmic energies that can 
trigger an onthologic metamorphosis. 
The dissolving of the female character 
into the ravens, who are describing an 
upward movement towards the cosmos 
is equivalent to crossing the Thanatic 
realm: the destructive force, symbolized 
by Shiva, comes to disintegrate the 
human, so that later the being subjected 
to the ritual initiation to be be re-gestated. 
Instead, the transformation of the same 
character into a black dog, crossing the 
twilight space, represents going through 
a pulsating stage, the life in the raw, 
instinctual by nature. Levitation ends the 
initiation ceremony and is completed by 
the Hindu priestess in a cosmic space-
temporality, marked by the alternation of 
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diurnal-nocturnal, and by the connecting 
to the resources of the earth (represented 
by black liquid seeped from cracks in the 
land), which tattoos the right palm of the 
priestess with the AUM sign, symbolizing 
that the character has gone through all 
three stages (birth, life and death) required 
to become immortal and to discover self 
perfection. If at the beginning of the visual 
discourse, the two identical women were 
positioned asymmetrically in relation 
to matrix-character, at the end of the 
initiation ceremony, they form a whole, 
suggested by the radial arrangement of 
the consonant characters and the play of 
the hands and bodies. In other words, 
the last dance of the symbolic trinity like 
Shiva, embodied by the three women, is 
marked by symmetrical and harmonic 
movements, merging from both cosmic 
and human dimension.

The second hypothesis (b), setting 
forth the idea that the ratio of the visual 
signs (denotative and connotative) illus-
trate how  the female character’s identity 
metamorphosed, is going to be, naturally, 
demonstrated by the semiotic method of 
Roland Barthes. The diegesis of denotative 
signs that make up Frozen can be easily 
integrated into s real reference system. 
The Earth, the mountains, the stars, 
the woman dressed in black dress with 
a cape, the talisman, the tattoos, the 
umbrellas, the ravens and the black dog, 
plus a range of mobility activities, such 
as flying, levitation, running, dancing 
and the playing hands – all denotative 
signs – refer to a real reference system 
in which they perform exactly the same 

functions. Some denotative linguistic 
signs are added, with the words that 
make the female character’s musical 
incantation. The multiple denotative 
meanings amount to the following visual 
and linguistic diegesis: in a crepuscular 
space, a woman dressed in a black dress 
and accompanied by his alter-egos, is 
dancing ritualistically, and is transformed 
into birds (crows) and into a black dog, 
invoking the disappearance of love. 
From this diegesis the connotative signs 
intervene to build the deep meanings of 
the visual discourse. The linguistic signs, 
that make the incantations, and a few 
visual signs (e.g. the crows, the black dog, 
the game of hands, levitation, the three 
identical women, the tattoos) function 
as anchorage, directing our perception 
to a particular hermeneutical reading of 
images, as follows. The linguistic signs, 
that make the incantation, connote the 
ritual re-enchantment of a man, with a 
negative construction that avoids the 
erotic principle, through the fact that 
it attaches a series of attributes (such 
as stoned, glacial, ignorant of itself) all 
forming the multiple signification of the 
word “frozen” (the title is conclusive in 
this respect). Ravens, the black dog and 
the female character’s alter-egos are 
transposing a register of connotative signs 
with metonymic value, which replace the 
denotative meanings with meanings of 
initiation and metamorphosis. The tattoos 
on the arms and hands, as linguistic and 
pictorial signs, generate connotations that 
suggest the traditional Hindu ceremonies 
before wedding, symbolize the three 
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stages of existence (birth, life and death). 
A synecdoche with connotative value is 
the black liquid seeped from the ground, 
signifying, as part of a whole, the earth-
based energy sources. The ritual dance (of 
a symbolic god Shiva), the game of hands, 
the black dress and the talisman on the 
neck indicate that the narrative scenario is 
structured around the image of a woman 
who, through her magical functions, 
undergoes many metamorphoses. If the 
erotic wedding is destined to fail (the 
meanings are transmitted by linguistic 
signs), then, naturally, another goal is 
aimed by the ceremony initiated by the 
female character: namely, the taking 
into possession of her total identity. 
This esoteric approach is set by a series 
of visual signs (metamorphosis into 
dogs and ravens, alter-egos projection, 
levitation in space, tattoos on the hands 
and palm and so on) which connotes the 
reconstruction of a split identity. So, the 
restricted diegesis I started from, has 
revealed its deep meanings by just the 
“peeling” of the connotative signs, which 
in turn allowed the reconstruction of a 
hermeneutic process with visual initiation 
potential.

The third hypothesis (c), setting forth 
the idea that the mirror, as metaphor 
and imaginary structure, is the principle 
underlying self-image construction of the 
female character, will be demonstrated 
by using Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic 
method. A symbolic mirror stage, of the 
projection of otherness, is configured 
through successive metamorphoses of 
the women-priestess, thus having access 

to multiple instances of her identity. If 
the transformation into ravens involves 
a projection of otherness with Thanatic 
references, filled with anxiety, the 
transformation into the black dog equals 
the acquisition of a self-image belonging 
to the register of a raw sexuality, of 
instinctual nature. On the other hand, 
the two women identical with the 
matrix-character represent, from the 
very beginning of the visual discourse, 
reflections of a fragmented identity, 
due to their movement and positioning 
in their asymmetric and disharmonious 
relationship with the central character. 
Only after the two metamorphoses (the 
crows and dogs), which are attaching 
to the image of the self altered and 
contrasting identities, the female-priest in 
the picture becomes symmetrical reflected 
by them. The mirror stage is a “permanent 
structure of subjectivity, the paradigm 
of imaginary order” (Evans 118), and 
must be linked with Real in the Lacanian 
system (which is outside language 
and impossible to be assimilated in the 
symbolization) and the Symbolic order 
(linguistic dimension). In this sense, the 
narrative is an order of apparent surface, 
image and imagination, its main illusions 
are aggregation, synthesis, autonomy, 
duality and similarity (Evans 84). In 
another sense, the imaginary space of the 
video track is set up by the intervention 
of material imagination as Bachelard has 
put it, fulfilling foundational functions, 
not only in literature, but also in the art 
of film (Serceau 142). The four archetypal 
elements (water, air, earth and fire) 
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construct into the visual discourse a space 
and temporality with polymorphic aspects, 
in which the earth images are cosmically 
transformed (by the  interference between 
air and earth) and the only aquatic image 
(the black liquid seeping from the ground) 
gives a regenerative sense to the whole 
scenario. Thus, the specular images, that 
the woman-priestess is trying to integrate 
into her self-image, and archetypal 
elements structuring the imaginary, are 
putting out the tension forces of a total and 
complex ritual. The reconstruction of the 
fragmented self images of the main female 
character is catalyzed by otherness, while 
the spatial-temporal images are there to 
regenerate this identity, by invoking the 
original materials.

5. Conclusions

Erwin Panofsky’s iconology method
allowed the identification of the conven-
tional elements (Gothic atmosphere, 

Hindu tattoos, and so on) and their uni-
fication into a hermeneutics of intrinsic 
meaning and symbolic values, that cap-
ture the ceremonial of a  priestess, before 
her cosmic wedding. Roland Barthes’s 
semiotic method allowed, from a denoting 
diegesis, access to deeper connotative 
signs, that revealed profound meanings 
of a failed erotic wedding which were 
reformulated into a cosmic rite of initiation. 
The psychoanalytic method of Jacques 
Lacan, with the symbolic structuring of 
the mirror stage allowed a radiography 
of the reflections of others and their 
contribution to building the self-image 
of the female character. These methods 
have been applied not by following a 
rigid hermeneutic template, but by the 
conceptual connections and interferences, 
which allowed the formulation of 
revealing meanings of the visual discourse 
of a music video.
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