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ABSTRACT 

 Lana Del Rey’s public image and musical artistry raise questions about the definitions of 

professional agency, music industry standards, and idolization of celebrities in American society. 

Stuart Hall’s encoding and decoding theoretical structure, specifically the dominant, negotiated, 

and oppositional forms of coding, provides an analytical basis for this study of Lana Del Rey’s 

career. In the dominant mode, she adheres to standards set by the music industry and dominant 

ideologies in American culture, such as when she portrays herself as an object of male desire. 

However, in the negotiated mode of coding the singer pushes back against criticism of her work 

and subverts expectations set for her surrounding gender identity. Ultimately, Lana Del Rey 

inhabits the active role of cultural critic in the oppositional mode, in order to rebel against her 

passive role as a celebrity and an object of media coverage. The discussion and analysis in this 

study has ideological implications as it pertains to feminism, nostalgia, the American Dream, and 

postmodernism.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Lana Del Rey’s career has raised questions regarding her authenticity and intentions since 

she debuted. Is she an industry plant? Does she have a hidden agenda? What role does she play 

in the formation of her public image? While celebrities, like Lana Del Rey, clearly have a great 

deal of influence in popular culture, there is still much speculation on the impact that critics, 

audiences, and music industry professionals have upon an artist’s creative trajectory. Lana Del 

Rey’s relationship with the media and her listeners gives us a clearer understanding of her unique 

authorial voice and critical perspective on American society. Using Stuart Hall’s encoding and 

decoding theoretical framework, we can assess the dominant, negotiated, and oppositional modes 

of encoding in relation to how Lana Del Rey responds to the cultural institutions and artifacts 

that she encounters as a female musical artist. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Defining the American Artist 

“Art is the privileged outlet for desires not yet accepted by society” (Grande 2). For this 

reason, artists have the ability to use their work to make a real change in social attitudes and 

ideologies. Art is used as a form of expressing emotion and can have autobiographical qualities 

as well. However, with all of the influencing power, there is a dark side to success and celebrity 

status. Managers, record companies, critics, or even general listeners can influence an artist to 

change or dilute their message. An even more grave downside to being an artist is found in the 

tragic fate of American cultural icons, such as Marilyn Monroe and Elvis Presley, who were 

“imprisoned” by a “sterile and unnatural existence” due to being the “victims of fame” and 

notoriety (Grande 201). With the case of Marilyn Monroe’s death, “Los Angeles police 

concluded that her death was ‘caused by a self-administered overdose of sedative drugs and that 

the mode of death is probable suicide’” (History.com Editors). Meanwhile, Elvis Presley “died of 

a heart attack, likely brought on by his addiction to prescription” drugs (History.com Editors). 

Whether it is a star’s tragic demise or the controversial nature of their message, “blame [is] 

hurled at [the artist] rather than on the much older music executives who [are] largely 

responsible for establishing [the] brand” of the artist (Massey 60). An unfair dynamic between 

management team, consumer, artist, and critics generally leaves an artist open to manipulation 

and exploitation. 

“Research has highlighted how the production of cultural artifacts is shaped by a complex 

apparatus of producers, distributors, media, and critics that are interposed between cultural 

creators and recipients” (Glynn and Lounsbury 1031). The “music press” is an integral part of 

the process artists must abide by “in order to gain exposure” (Brennan 1). Artists “cannot escape 



	 3 

from dealing with the press on a near-daily basis, nor the frustrations that can emerge from that 

relationship” (Brennan 2). For example, an artist can spend years working on an album, and all 

of that hard work can be derailed from one bad review. “Due to the ambiguity of quality 

assessment, critics often play an especially crucial role as gatekeepers (Hirsch, 1972), 

intermediate consumers (Griswold, 1987), and mediators of audience/consumer response 

(Shrum, 1991) in many cultural industries” (Glynn and Lounsbury 1032). This cultural 

gatekeeper role, that reviewers occupy, places them in a position of great power and influence. 

“By writing reviews, critics provide a kind of story about how people should understand and 

appreciate their experiences with cultural objects and performances.” (Glynn and Lounsbury 

1032). Broad “institutional dynamics” affect critics’ reviews, and in turn define the beliefs that 

only certain types of stories can be told by artists (Glynn and Lounsbury 1032). Critics interact 

with social logics in that they “can resist changes in logics, act as carriers of new logics, or act in 

accordance with dominant logics under conditions of field stability” (Glynn and Lounsbury 

1033). Press reviews can have a “make or break” impact on artists’ careers and define the subject 

matter in their work, as well as the ways in which artists are telling their stories (Brennan 2).  

Overgeneralizations in “genre categorization,” as well as the desire to force artists to 

conform into previously set archetypes can  

“create frustration among artists who see their music as actively transgressing genre 

boundaries: they must either play the game of pigeon-holing their music to market it 

effectively, or face the prospect of being ignored by both central buyers and major labels” 

(Brennan 5).  

Critical labeling can often be seen as arbitrary in relation to the artist, with one musician named 

Stephen Fearing claiming, “Labels and classifications pretty often just come from the industry 
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side where they literally have to find a box in the store to put you in” (Brennan 6). These types of 

decisions are made by record company A&R departments in order to turn music into an easily 

sorted commodity. “Decisions about recording sessions, promotional photos, record jackets, 

press interviews, video styles,” among other elements, all take the rules of genre into 

consideration (Brennan 6). Another musician, Richard Terfry, states, “Major press, people at 

record companies, and booking agents, and video channels, and all these other things, people, 

places need categories” (Brennan 6). The aforementioned firsthand accounts show that, “There 

are compelling financial reasons to adhere to genre rules,” and rebelling against them can be 

detrimental to an artist’s career (Brennan 7). Later in this paper, it will be discussed how Lana 

Del Rey is able to conversely manipulate these rules to her advantage. 

Because of the commodification of music, “Musicians and critics [inevitably] have 

clashing ideologies” (Brennan 9). Each of the two groups essentially represents a different 

market, despite their interrelation and dependence on one another. Many critical publications are 

related to public opinion in the fact that they, “[play] to an audience that they know they can 

keep and work” (Brennan 10). In the opinion of some musicians, the critics care less about the 

quality of the music and more about making money. The argument has been made that, “The 

press uses music coverage as just another tool to secure readerships, rather than as an unfettered 

forum for debate about what music is worth hearing and why” (Brennan 10). Jazz pianist Brian 

Kellock argues that, “descriptions of a performer’s biographical details and fashion sense were 

not what he considered to be elements of an informed critical discourse; in fact, a critic who 

devotes too much article space to the former elements might be suspected of musical ignorance” 

(Brennan 10). Historically, the press has been known to purposely use language that will excite 

people and capture their attention (Brennan 11). This is how they get more viewership and 
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attention to their sensationalized work. “Without a clear set of aesthetic principles shared by both 

musician and critic, sometimes artists are left surprised and irritated by what earns critical 

acclaim” (Brennan 11). Well known musician Elvis Costello is quoted, “Music is an ineffable art 

form, and therefore any writing about music is inevitably going to fail to capture what is 

essentially inexpressible” (Brennan 11). This is just one ideological facet to the musician versus 

critic argument.  

“Favorable press coverage is not simply a matter of musicians getting their egos stroked; 

without it, they jeopardize their livelihoods” (Brennan 12). Critics have the power and influence 

to drastically impact the way their readers view a celebrity. In worst-case scenarios, this can 

involve sensationalized headlines, hearsay, or even downright lies in order to attack the character 

of and tear down an individual.  

“When critics voice their opinion to a mass audience, what is usually a matter of 

individual taste becomes a matter of morality. They have the power to shape and inform 

the opinions of both the industry and consumers, and it is here that the ideologies of 

critics and musicians truly clash” (Brennan 12).  

Music, as well as other “cultural products,” allows celebrities to be identified with, and unfairly 

associated within, greater societal abstractions such as “good versus evil” (Usmar). While 

musicians expect critics to focus on the objective quality of the music in their reviews, “critics, 

both at the institutional and discursive level, bring artists and their music into broader social and 

commercial contexts” (Brennan 13). Given these circumstances, it can be argued that artists and 

critics operate on opposing ends of the business spectrum. However, “What musicians and critics 

share is the problem of dealing with the tension between aesthetics and business, between art and 

commerce” (Brennan 13).  
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History of Pop Music Production 

In the early 1980s, the “3-5 minute pop song” became the standard for Anglo-American 

popular music (Straw 249). Because of this, a surprising degree of homogeneity, when it comes 

to sound, style, and form, began to make up most of the songs on the pop and rock charts (Straw 

249). The dawn of the age of music videos as an accompaniment piece for music led to the 

increased function of “celebrity and performer identity” for musical artists (Straw 250). Record 

companies, starting in the 1970s, looked for high turnover rate and “low production costs” for 

records, as well as “career stability and longevity” for artists (Straw 251). All of these metrics 

were based off “feedback mechanisms,” such as retail sales and direct audience responses (Straw 

251). In this time, a distinct and marketable “‘performer identity’ became a commodity” (Straw 

251). Image, or music video, is just one part of the “overall semiotic richness and high level of 

contextualization with which [pop] music” has become associated (Straw 253). “Performer 

identity and discourses of celebrity” allow songs to have increased turnover on the pop charts 

(Straw 253). The marketability of a single, music video, or album tests the longevity of an 

artist’s career for record labels (Straw 253). Today, “contexts within which […] celebrity is 

circulated,” such as magazines, social media, and fan sites, are not often linked to or concerned 

with the musical content, itself (Straw 253). In this way, the performer’s intention or 

autobiographical elements of their music become of little concern to critics and often times to 

audiences as well. 

 

Interactions Between Fan and Celebrity 

Pop culture, in order to be successful, must reflect people’s lived experiences (Vigier 3). 

Philosophers Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer argued that, “Popular music is standardized 
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and pre-planned in order to elicit a series of predictable and controllable responses on the part of 

the consumer” (Vigier 2). Fears of socialism and propaganda caused Adorno and Horkheimer to 

believe “culture now assumed the role of providing social cohesion which had formerly been 

provided by religion” (Vigier 2). They believed that cultural artifacts were valued above all 

things by society. If this were the case, then it would seem that authors in artistry would be at the 

top of the hierarchy of cultural influence. However, “the specularization,” or mirroring, “of the 

narrator within a particular fictional space” often creates a disjunction between an author’s 

intentions and the audience’s reception (Straw 255). Some artists are able to form strong ties 

with their audience through the convictions to their own musical content. Whether that content is 

correctly understood or drastically misunderstood is inconsequential, even in these cases of a 

strong connection. In fact, “Absolute devotion to [their] music – whether or not anyone is 

listening” is the singular talent that unites cult musicians (Dimery and Rodeia 7). This has been 

proven through artists such as Kanye West, who recently released a song with gibberish lyrics 

such as, “Woopity scoop poop” (Maicki). However, West’s commitment to consistently making 

music and redefining his artistry keeps his followers worshipping him in spite of the content and 

understanding of his lyrics. Unfortunately, another “recurrent element” for cult musicians is 

“fragility” (Dimery and Rodeia 9). As has been proven in many cases, the reception of critics and 

audiences to musical content, aesthetic choices, and even personal life decisions for an artist can 

negatively affect their confidence and mental health.  

“The sites of [artists’] character construction are media interviews and imagery 

(including music video clips), onstage performance iconography and direct address to the 

audience, and critical commentary” (Goodwin 101). It is important to consider that “economic 

and policy shifts may influence [these] patterns of programming” (Goodwin 157). Modern 
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popular culture production “cannot be seen as an isolated process of encoding, but should be 

examined as a phenomenon embedded in daily life” (Harris, Fine, and Fritzsche 156). This 

dynamic is what makes fans such “an integral part of a popular culture” (Harris, Fine, and 

Fritzsche 156). In many ways, “Popular culture can be termed a mimetic culture,” in that 

“mimetic acts are social physical acts which are independent, but at the same time refer in some 

way to other actions” (Harris, Fine, and Fritzsche 157). This “mimetic approach,” towards an 

artist by their fans, can provide them an outlet to “negotiate social expectations” associated with 

the fan’s relationship to the art (Harris, Fine, and Fritzsche 157).  

A fan’s relationship to an artist’s work can allow them to navigate relationships and self-

image, and even influence their process of self-discovery. Fans of the girl group, The Spice 

Girls, who were studied using the documentary method, used  

“the girl group’s media image as a toolbox […] as they [saw] fit in pursuing their own 

individual goals […] Since the expansion of consumerism in the 1950s, the relationship 

between self-image and star ideals has become increasingly interactive. The act of 

consuming gives us the chance to become similar to the star by means of mimetic self-

transformation” (Harriet 159-160).  

Through the subjectivity of song, music video, and the like, the artist or creator reveals a piece of 

their own subjectivity (Fetveit 194). However, the ways in which the meaning of a performance 

is understood can be influenced by the different contexts of concerts, online interactions, 

interviews, and television performances (Davisson 1).  

“Donald Horton and Richard Wohl argue that media texts encourage members of their 

audience to develop ‘parasocial’ relationships, which give an illusion of a ‘seeming face-

to-face relationship’ with media performers […] Imaginary relationships with media 
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figures, including celebrities, are encouraged by the media industries, which ‘lavish 

considerable effort on techniques that not only invite but virtually force this kind of 

identification’ […] Identification with a media figure may form initially through actual 

social relationships (e.g. one listens to a star’s music because a friend does), but then 

develops emotional and patterned behaviors, including intense and repeated media 

consumption, collecting, and fantasizing” (Click, Lee, and Holladay 362).  

Social media allows celebrities to offer a greater sense of connection and “intimacy [when they 

share] what appears to be personal information with fans, using language and cultural references 

to increase affiliation” (Click, Lee, and Holladay 364-366). The expectations that form out of 

these conditions enforce an unspoken requirement that celebrities interact and communicate with 

their fans over social media (Click, Lee, and Holladay 366-367). However, digital interactions 

that may seem authentic between celebrities and fans are more mediated and constructed than the 

fans may be aware of (Click, Lee, and Holladay 377). “Understanding and responding to 

consumer behavior and demand-side drivers is” important for an artist’s music business success 

(Cartwright, Besson, and Maubisson 475). 

 

Precedents Set by Previous Female Artists 

 Women in popular culture, but also in any professional sphere, are “pressured to exploit 

their sexual assets” in order to achieve success (Vigier 1). Previous artists have used similar 

tactics to Lana Del Rey’s in order to get across their message. Madonna’s career, for example, is 

“stylistically symbolic of woman’s ability to use her sexuality to express liberation” (Lister 4). 

Women in popular culture are often grouped into three separate categories: operatic “prima 

divas” such as Celine Dion, Mariah Carey, and Whitney Houston whose vocal talent is what has 
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propelled them to stardom, “Madonnas,” who follow the likes of Madonna, Courtney Love, and 

Alanis Morissette in that they use their ability to create and adapt to a number of different 

aesthetic roles across their career, often involving their sexuality, to propel their image, and 

finally the female singer/songwriters, such as Joni Mitchell, Joan Baez, and more recently Sara 

Bareilles (Lister 2-8). Lana Del Rey occupies many of these characterizations but never fully 

settles on one category. She exercises vocal talents and abilities through her covers of classic 

American standards, such as “Blue Velvet,” which has been sung by Tony Bennett, and George 

Gershwin’s “Summertime.” However, she also employs the use of stereotypically feminine 

sexuality through her style of dress, music video imagery, and song lyrics. This will be discussed 

throughout the paper. Lana Del Rey’s occupation of the singer/ songwriter category, along with 

the likes of Joni Mitchell and Joan Baez, will also be discussed later in the paper. One critic 

claims, “the proliferation of diva worship may be due in large part to the cult of celebrity that 

dominates contemporary society” (Lister 8). However, with every worshipper comes a detractor, 

and with every god or goddess comes non-believers who are eager to pick apart their idols. In 

many ways, diva worship can be a double-edged sword for female artists. The further they climb, 

the further they have to fall in the public eye. Society is all too willing to see a celebrity, 

especially a woman, suffering and humiliated. 

For Lady Gaga, another pop culture icon, “persona allows […] an outlet through which 

she can break boundaries as an artist” (Davisson 2). She uses the role of celebrity to “encourage 

fans to rethink the relationship between what the media defies and what it vilifies” (Davisson 2). 

In her artistry, Lady Gaga has “articulated a message about questioning the social hierarchies and 

power structures that so often lead to” division (Davisson 2). Lana Del Rey’s music has been 

compared with Lady Gaga’s because of their shared references to Pop Gothic subject matter. Pop 
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Gothic themes include “melancholy and imagery associated with death, dying and the undead.” 

This topic has become popularized in mainstream culture in the last few decades (Usmar). 

 

Lana Del Rey 

Lana Del Rey “was sent by her parents to a boarding school in Connecticut after she 

started abusing alcohol as a teenager” (Crutcher 237). Her struggles with addiction later became 

a major element that she explores in her artistry. Del Rey, “deferred university in favor of living 

in New York City with her aunt and uncle, where, while waitressing, she bolstered what her 

parents had taught her about music” (Crutcher 238). She became more serious about working on 

music around the age of 20, “while volunteering with the homeless, addicts, and other 

disenfranchised populations in New Jersey” (Crutcher 238). This time period is something she 

later addresses in her songs, “White Dress” and “hope is a dangerous thing for a woman like me 

to have – but I have it.”  

Lana Del Rey’s stage name was not formulated arbitrarily. “Lana” is the Gaelic for 

“child,” while “Del Rey” is Spanish for “of the king” (Massey 58). By this definition, “where she 

comes from is explicitly a place of male power” (Massey 58). Due, in part, to her stage name, 

Lana Del Rey was “accused […] of performing as a false persona” from the start of her career 

(Massey 61). She was “derided for being artificial and self-indulgent” (Massey 62). An 

interviewer for Mojo magazine asserts, “Early detractors, chasing down a narrow idea of 

‘authenticity,’ were bothered by her musical prehistory – stalled experiments and false starts that 

might once have been called ‘paying your dues’” (Segal 68). Initial backlash against Lana Del 

Rey also focused on discrediting her authenticity as an artist due to her assumed surgically 

enhanced appearance (Vigier 2). She was accused of having enlarged lips and a nose job by 
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media outlets such as the New York Times (Vigier 2). However, Del Rey responded to this in a 

2021 interview saying, “People are constantly inferring that I’ve done so much to myself, when 

I’ve never even been under anesthesia or whatever” (Segal 75). This type of superficial criticism 

displays sexism in the media. She was also accused of being an industry plant, with her recording 

contract rumored to have been financed by her allegedly wealthy father. The definition of an 

“industry plant” is described by Jeff Weis, who is the founder of POW recordings, as a situation, 

“When a major label or well-connected managers and freelance A&Rs pluck an 

otherwise obscure artist from the lower depths of SoundCloud or YouTube and use their 

vast network to procure them co-signs, big budget producers, expensive guest features, 

expansive profiles in mainstream publications, and lucrative playlist placements. 

Meanwhile, their industry [connections] downplay any affiliation. The ascent has to 

appear organic and strictly off ‘the music,’ even though no one in their hometown has 

ever heard of them” (Rindner).  

Noah Callahan-Bever, whose résumé boasts Complex Magazine and Def Jam Records, explains, 

“many people get suspicious when ‘an artist is on [their] radar more than that person feels they 

deserve to be,’ which prompts them to look for conspiratorial ways to justify what is often just 

unsubtle marketing” (Rindner). Del Rey has later vehemently denied any claims of being an 

industry plant. She recounts, “People said I came from money […] It was really tough to get over 

some stigma of this idea of having my dad buying my album and giving me a record deal and us 

being some rich white family when we [really] fought over money constantly when we were 

young” (Segal 68). These types of accusations against her are meant to remove her authority and 

authenticity as a female artist in the music business. Conversely, men are traditionally known to 

and praised for taking on personas in their art. A couple of examples of this are David Bowie’s 
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Ziggy Stardust and Bob Dylan, whose real name is Robert Allen Zimmerman. This is seen as an 

“exclusive territory of men,” whereas women who do this are seen as “fakers and try-hards” 

(Massey 62). With the aforementioned judgments and criticisms in mind, Lana Del Rey’s career 

path raises questions “about the power of the corporate media and its capacity to control cultural 

products and establish norms” (Vigier 1). 

Lana Del Rey’s vocal tonality conveys different meanings. Her “low-pitched tone 

[associated as iconic with her image towards the beginning of her career] is [often] broken up 

and contrasted with […] husky and flirtatious, girlish petulance” (Fetveit 196). From Lana Del 

Rey’s vocals, her lyrics, her imagery, to even her collaboration opportunities, every career move 

and artistic choice she makes is calculated and deliberate. For example, Del Rey’s music has 

been featured in the soundtracks for The Great Gatsby, a film that critiques the American Dream 

explicitly, as well as the 2014 film Big Eyes, which features a misogynistic relationship between 

an artist and her husband, the live action rendition of Disney’s Maleficent, which highlights 

vilified females and women who are outsiders in a subverted narrative that shows these positions 

as ones of immense power, and finally the television show American Horror Story, which also 

highlights the grotesque aspects of American culture (Crutcher 249). These associations further 

reflect Lana Del Rey’s imagery, connections, and greater message through the mediums of 

television and film.  

 

Nostalgia and Rebellion in Popular Culture 

Nostalgia is closely related with the topic of sexuality. According to eighteenth century 

philosopher Edmund Burke, “The beauty of women is considerably owing to their weakness or 

delicacy, and is even enhanced by their timidity, a quality of mind analogous to it” (Fetveit 198). 
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Burke also claims that one of the most notable qualities of something that is beautiful is a lack of 

longevity. An expiration date or the idea of mortality, therefore, renders life beautiful for 

philosophers like Burke. “Mainstream liberal neo-pop music” merchandises “bubble-gum fairy-

tale sexualization” as opposed to dark realities of death, “perversion, or obsession” (Usmar). The 

capitalist appeal of nostalgia is, “influenced by a combination of psychological factors 

contributing to individuals’ desires to enjoy, reflect on, or even ‘live in’ the past” (Cartwright, 

Besson, and Maubisson 460). Art derives meaning from the uncertainty of life and the 

disposability or expirability of consumerist possessions, regardless of social status (Fetveit 191). 

This uncertainty renders society, and life itself, precarious. Precarious artifacts can be defined as 

“uncertain; liable to fail; exposed to risk, hazardous; insecure, [and] unstable” (Fetveit 189). The 

term “precarious,” in association with nostalgia, has increased in use, “mainly from 

developments in the art world, a heightened sense of insecurity after the 9/11 attacks, and a 

growing insecurity in the labor market” after the economic recession of 2008 (Fetveit 189). 

When considering precariousness, risk is considered an intensifier for daily life (Fetveit 190). 

This idea is often featured in Lana Del Rey’s subject matter. 

“Taken in a historical context, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries nostalgia 

was viewed as a medical disease, complete with symptoms including weeping, irregular 

heartbeat and anorexia (Sedikides et al., 2004). By the twentieth century, nostalgia was 

regarded as a psychiatric disorder, with symptoms such as insomnia, anxiety and 

depression and was confined to a few groups (e.g. first year boarding students and 

immigrants). In the twentieth century, psychologists such as Sedikides et al. (2004) 

started to view nostalgia in a more favorable light. In fact, Sedikides et al. (2008), 

recognize that nostalgia serves three positive psychological functions: Existential 
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function 1: nostalgia solidifies and augments identity, Existential function 2: nostalgia 

regenerates and sustains a sense of meaning, and Existential function 3: nostalgia 

buttresses and invigorates social connectedness” (Cartwright, Besson, and Maubisson 

462).  

Nostalgia “facilitates the continuation of identity,” providing a sense of stability and allowing for 

instances of interpersonal bonding (Cartwright, Besson, and Maubisson 462). However, it can 

also be viewed and used as a commodity in particular markets (Cartwright, Besson, and 

Maubisson 462). “Nostalgia tends to be inspired by some level of discontent with the present.” 

(Fetveit 201). The accelerated current speed of modernization in technology causes a “desire to 

preserve, to lend a historical aura to objects otherwise condemned to be thrown away, to become 

obsolete” (Fetveit 202).  

Nostalgia in music or art, historically in rock music of the 1960-80s, points to a 

“renegotiation” or shift in the ideologies of a given culture at one time in relation to its history 

(Straw 260). It represents rebellion in these cases. Nostalgia can also point to a “preoccupation 

with trauma” (Straw 262). Retro music and media artifacts are linked to nostalgia through the 

“cynical amusement today’s generation finds in viewing yesterday’s entertainment” (Cartwright, 

Besson, and Maubisson 464). It is important to note that the “favorable memories of past times,” 

that can be associated with music, are sometime accurate, but other times they are “dissociated 

from reality” (Cartwright, Besson, and Maubisson 464). In this way, popular culture can be used 

to “reflect the anxieties of our current cultural milieu” (Click, Lee, and Holladay 365). In fact, 

pop music’s popularity “is based on the frisson of selling simultaneous aversion from and 

attraction to self-destruction and cultural taboo” (Usmar). Signifiers in pop songs and their music 

videos provide a Utopian element that gives pleasure, via a sensory base, in the context of mass 
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culture (Straw 255). The Utopian element comes from the familiarity, or nostalgia, associated 

with the cultural references. The idea of a wistful American Dream, as presented in the next 

section, also points to Utopian qualities in popular culture. 

 

The American Dream in Popular Culture 

“The American Dream describes a vision where all in the United States, regardless of 

class or position, can achieve success and enjoy a quality of life better than their parents if they 

are willing to work hard” (Wolak and Peterson 968). In this way, the American dream, like 

theories regarding capitalism, values work and the working class as the crux of human life. The 

vision of the American Dream is one that defines socio-political decisions and relationships in 

American culture. In fact, during Donald Trump’s political campaign for the 2016 election, he is 

quoted in one speech, “The American Dream is dead, but we will bring it back bigger and 

stronger and more powerfully than ever before” (Wolak and Peterson 968). This is just one 

example of how the myth of the American Dream can be used, and weaponized in some cases, in 

order to ideologically manipulate arguments and to sway the opinions of large groups of people. 

Lana Del Rey, through her lyrics and images, characterizes the American Dream as grotesque. 

“The grotesque ‘inhabit[s] a world that more and more comes to resemble a nightmare,’ a 

description that might characterize contemporary global issues as well as it does those of the 

early 1970s” (Crutcher 238). Popular television shows, such as Mad Men and The Walking Dead, 

reflect the idea that there is a “rampant, mindless consumerism and vacuous, image-obsessed 

narcissism,” found in the false promises of the American Dream (Crutcher 244).  
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“Deprived of the American Dream, bombarded by vacuous technologies, and unable to 

reasonably conceive of how the baby boomers’ success played generational leapfrog with 

that of their parents, Americans embrace a romanticized past” (Crutcher 246).  

The above quote shows how themes of nostalgia are connected to a dissatisfaction and 

disillusionment with the idea of the American Dream. “Increased concentration of wealth in the 

hands of the few, as well as instability in the job market for young people, among other social 

anxieties, show that the American Dream is nothing more than a set of ideals and goals” (Wolak 

and Peterson 978). It is actually dangerous to combine these myths with political or ideological 

agendas, since they are unattainable for many, if not most, Americans (Wolak and Peterson 978). 

Inhumane conditions at Immigration Detention facilities along the United States’ southern border 

are just one example of how the idealistic image of the American Dream’s promise is very much 

the opposite of reality for some individuals who come to America searching for a brighter future 

(Neuman). 

 

Postmodernism in Art 

Postmodernist theorists render “concepts such as reason, progress, and justice” 

insufficient in making up ideological frameworks for the ways in which society operates (Mundy 

260). The breaking down of established “patterns” in music production points to a project with 

“political / aesthetic” implications that cannot be reduced to commercial purposes (Straw 257). 

Postmodernism “problematizes reality” because it questions these established patterns (Mundy 

260). Cultural norms attempt to dictate a narrative for artists (Straw 260). However, these norms 

can be repurposed and used to subvert the foundational ideas behind them. In this way, 

references to history in art are purposeful and strategic. The process of “Recontextualization,” or 
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mixing, in music is subversive because it allows for a “shift of meanings” for specific signs, with 

political implications (Straw 264). The “sampling” process, which is used to recycle “old music 

into new commodities,” is viewed as revolutionary and innovative by postmodernists 

(Cartwright, Besson, and Maubisson 463).  

Young people in society are historically associated with rebellion and deviation from the 

traditional ideologies of the dominant culture at one time (Straw 264). These qualities can either 

be used to “reinforce social divisions,” or allow for “social mobility” for certain individuals 

(Straw 264). A variety of accepted ideas give way to “pluralism,” allowing more opportunities 

for freedom in a given society. However, there is still order to these coexisting ideas; it is not all 

completely chaotic and random.  

Multiple perceived meanings, or “mutability,” in postmodernist works is the preferred 

form of analysis, as opposed to “coherence and stability” within the “sign culture” (Mundy 265). 

Postmodernist videography positions the audience members as “spectators” (Mundy 265). This is 

convenient in order for postmodernism to be used to change “social and cultural conditions under 

contemporary capitalism,” as well as to break the “hegemonic power” of “televisual” culture 

(Mundy 265). Literary critic Frederic Jameson argues that in the era of postmodernism we have 

reached a “death of originality” (Cartwright, Besson, and Maubisson 462). Every postmodernist 

work is a regurgitation, reprise, and re-contextualization of previous ones. Because of this fact, 

“Post-modern” texts often require cultural context in order for their qualities to be understood 

fully (Straw 258).  
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Encoding and Decoding 

 When it comes to popular culture, social and political ideas distinguish any historical 

event as also being a communicative one (During 508). A historical and communicative event 

can come in the form of a cultural artifact such as a televised event, a live performance, or even a 

recorded song. The “message form” of these events reveals sub-levels of communication and 

symbolic exchange from the source to the receiver (During 509). For the sake of this paper, the 

source is Lana Del Rey and the receivers are critics in the media and her consumer audience. 

Routines of production, ideologies, institutions, assumptions about the audience, and 

assumptions about content formulate the “program structure” for any given cultural product 

(During 509). The production structures of an industry, for example the music industry, originate 

the discourse surrounding that industry (During 509). However, reception and feedback from the 

audience are incorporated into the production process as well (During 509). “Decoded meanings 

[from an audience] have a [clear] effect. [They] influence, entertain, instruct, or persuade, with 

very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioral consequences” (During 

509). An audience’s receptions and “gratifications” elicit social and economic realizations, as 

well as political and moralistic values (During 510). The understandings and misunderstandings 

audiences glean in the process of decoding depend on the “degrees of symmetry” between the 

“encoder-producer and decoder-receiver” (During 510). The communications between musical 

artist and audience can involve “distortions,” which cause a “relative autonomy” but 

“determinateness” of the message (During 510). “Certain codes may, of course, be so widely 

distributed in a specific language community or culture, and be learned at so early an age, that 

they appear not to be constructed – the effect of an articulation between sign and referent – but to 

be ‘naturally’ given” (During 511). These codes include gender roles and heteronormativity, 
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among other dominant societal ideologies. “Classical” formats of music consumption and 

production are “rooted […] in a theoretical / political position that [insists] on the value of 

working within and upon the set of cultural terms and codes already available and accessible” 

(Straw 256). However, these codes are still arbitrary and conventional, as opposed to natural as 

many believe (During 511). “Every visual sign in advertising connotes a quality, situation, value 

or inference, which is present as an implication or implied meaning, depending on the 

connotational positioning” (During 513). Therefore, messages in commodified aspects of culture 

directly relate to the greater ideologies of a society (During 513). The signs in a given cultural 

artifact become “maps of meaning into which any culture is classified; and those ‘maps of social 

reality’ have the whole range of social meanings, practices, and usages, power and interest 

‘written in’ to them” (During 513). Theorist Roland Barthes refers to signs in culture as 

fragments of ideology. This inference is built upon the fact that,  

“Any society or culture tends, with varying degrees of closure, to impose its 

classifications of the social and cultural and political world. These constitute a dominant 

cultural order, though it is neither univocal nor uncontested. This question of the 

‘structure of discourses in dominance’ is a crucial point. The different areas of social life 

appear to be mapped out into discursive domains, hierarchically organized into dominant 

or preferred meanings” (During 513).  

Social structures, practices, beliefs, and organizations of power are centered on the dominant 

ideologies or discourses of a given culture (During 513). Therefore, misunderstandings “at the 

connotative level,” or in the decoding process, require reference to “the codes, to the orders of 

social life, of economic and political power and of ideology” in order to be resolved (During 

513). It is important to remember, with all of this in mind, that media broadcasting is an 
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“ideological apparatus” in itself (During 516). “Performative rules” versus “interpretive work” 

dictate two different forms of interacting with culture in the encoding and decoding process 

(During 514).  

 

 

Figure 1. Diagram of the Encoding and Decoding Process 

 

The “dominant” or preferred code, in this process, is the meaning that broadcasters want 

an audience to walk away with, assuming and taking for granted one strict communication or 

reading (During 514). When an audience member takes the “dominant-hegemonic” position, 

they decode “full and straight” from the information the broadcast is giving them (During 515). 

This idea implies a “perfectly transparent” form of communication. The “professional code” 

works in accordance with and within the bounds of the “dominant code” (During 516). 

Meanwhile, the “negotiated-corporate code” acknowledges the dominant-hegemonic 

significations, while also establishing its own ground rules or boundaries (During 516). 
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Negotiated codes operate within contradictions. Finally, “oppositional coding” forces a complete 

re-appropriation of the “literal and the connotative inflection given by a discourse” (During 517). 

Oppositional coding works as an antithesis to the dominant ideologies of an industry or society. 
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CHAPTER 3. THE DOMINANT MODE 

Lana Del Rey utilizes the dominant mode of encoding, or the preferred code that is often 

the meaning that broadcasters want an audience to walk away with, in her artistry when she 

abides by the expectations and ideologies set for her by the culture industry (During 514). For 

example, her recent work with Jack Antonoff, who is a frequent collaborator of other female pop 

artists such as Taylor Swift and Lorde, aligns her with the ideal image of a woman in the 

contemporary music industry. Del Rey also adheres to the sexualization of women in popular 

culture through her embodiment of Marilyn Monroe, who remains a sex symbol and cultural icon 

even after her death. In her music video for a song titled “National Anthem,” Lana Del Rey 

dresses and acts as a caricature of Marilyn Monroe, singing “Happy Birthday Mr. President,” to a 

figure that is supposed to represent John F. Kennedy. 
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Figure 2. The Similarities Between Lana Del Rey and Marilyn Monroe’s Respective 
Renditions of “Happy Birthday Mr. President” 
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Marilyn Monroe’s tragic death, which is often attributed as an indirect result of her fame, 

status, and notoriety, represents society’s accepted distinction that artists are meant to give up 

everything, including their own lives, for the entertainment, spectacle, viewership, and 

enjoyment of consumers. In her first mainstream hit, “Video Games,” Lana Del Rey sings, “I 

heard that you like the bad girls / Honey, is that true,” “exaggerating the authenticity of her own 

wickedness” (Massey 64). In this way, Lana Del Rey counts on the dominant mode of decoding 

in her artistry. She takes advantage of, markets, and broadcasts her sex appeal. She “has become 

that desired cultural icon [like Marilyn Monroe, who] she so often sings about [and references] in 

her songs” (Grande 226). 

Being misunderstood is another categorization that is associated with artists. Vincent Van 

Gogh, Édith Piaf, Nina Simone, Bessie Smith, among others, were all misunderstood in their 

time. In the vein of these aforementioned artists, Lana Del Rey has often been misquoted in 

interviews, such as when a journalist pulled out of context her wish that she “was dead already.” 

Speaking on the incident, Del Rey says,  

“I didn’t say I wanted to die […] I said I was having, like, a fucking hard time. The way 

people talk about mental health in 2020 […] mind blown. Talk about a different world 

compared with five years ago. You said anything remotely like you’re not feeling so 

good that day and it’s like, ‘Whoa you’ve set women back like 200 years.’ Or ‘Witch!’” 

(Segal 71).  

However, the title of the article, “Lana Del Rey: ‘I Wish I Was Dead Already,’” was the only 

thing most people read. This sensationalized article title provided implications that Lana Del 

Rey, a seemingly privileged pop star, was feigning emotion and exercising celebrity status in 

order to gain sympathy or to seem dramatic. More recently, Del Rey’s quotes regarding Donald 
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Trump’s narcissistic tendencies, from a BBC Radio 1 interview, were similarly misconstrued for 

headlines and in order to increase web traffic to news sites. This method of journalism is known 

to readers as click baiting. In a video Del Rey posted to her Instagram profile in the days 

following this BBC Radio 1 interview she explained,  

“When someone is so deeply deficient in empathy they may not know that they’re the 

bad guy and that may be a controversial opinion. But, don’t make the controversy that I 

don’t think that [Trump] meant to incite a riot. That’s not the point […]. The general 

point is the wider ranging issue of sociopathy and narcissism that’s being reflected in our 

government.”  

In the same post, Lana Del Rey claims that issues of “delusions of grandeur” between husband 

and wife in American households are what have led to an increase in domestic violence during 

the CoVid-19 pandemic. She continues,  

“When Trump became President, I was not surprised […] because the macrocosm is the 

mirror of what goes on in our bedrooms. In our inner lives […] A lot of the things I was 

writing [songs] about people shamed me for […] but I like to think now I was actually 

writing about what thousands of housewives were experiencing and no one ever said a 

thing” (Segal 76).  

The aforementioned “delusions of grandeur” recur thematically in Lana Del Rey’s writing, 

especially with connection to the idea of the American dream, which is discussed later in this 

paper. Towards the end of the Instagram video post, Lana Del Rey states “I’d love to get to the 

point one day where we just talk about the music,” illustrating that critics have attempted to 

“write her story for her” in the past and she has let them out of adherence to the system of 

commodification of artists. At the start of her career, Del Rey was referred to, harshly, as a 
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“think-piece cipher,” and “a young fiction” (Segal 68). It is poignant to note, given these 

examples of misunderstanding between Del Rey and the media, that the singer actually covers 

Nina Simone’s “Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood” on her album Honeymoon as the closing 

track. Speaking on her early years, Lana Del Rey states, “The way things started off for me in the 

way I was portrayed was that I was feigning emotional sensitivity. I really didn’t like that” 

(Segal 74). She additionally calls out her critics in songs such as “Cruel World” and “Brooklyn 

Baby” for unfairly depicting her in a negative light. In “Cruel World,” which is the opening track 

for her third album Ultraviolence, Del Rey sings, “[I] shared my body and my mind with you / 

That’s all over now / [I] did what I had to do.” She implies that she no longer wants to “share 

[her] body” and her “mind” with the world because it is no longer beneficial to her. In saying, 

“[I] did what I had to do,” it can be concluded that she only shared these parts of herself so that 

she could become famous. She calls out American hedonistic and destructive archetypes and 

associated objects, singing in a teasing and playful tone, “Got your Bible / Got your gun / And 

you like to party and have fun.” Partying, extravagant living, and a carefree lifestyle, 

paradoxically coupled with the consequences of these types of actions and mentalities, are also a 

recurring theme in Del Rey’s writing. However, the singer accepts that, even though her 

stereotypical American fans may have their problematic tendencies, they are still, “dancing 

circles around me / [they’re] fucking crazy […] / crazy for me.” In critiquing American 

consumers of her music, Lana Del Rey provides implications that a celebrity and artist does not 

necessarily have to be gracious and grateful to their fans and consumers. However, this 

resistance will not be fully realized until later on in her artistry. In “Brooklyn Baby,” Lana Del 

Rey similarly pushes back against harsh attacks and characterizations of her. She sings, “[The 

critics] say ‘I’m too young to love you / I don’t know what I need’ / They think I don’t 
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understand the freedom land of the seventies.” Del Rey is referring to critics who identified her 

as inauthentic or phony. She tries to shrug off the disparaging remarks, with sentiments such as, 

“I think I’m too cool to know you.” However, she still finds it important that her artistry not be 

discredited, saying, “My jazz collection’s rare / I can play most anything / I’m a Brooklyn 

Baby.” The caricature of the titular Brooklyn Baby references a clichéd 2010s hipster artist 

image that has been propagated in popular culture. By identifying herself as the “Brooklyn 

Baby,” Lana Del Rey tries to appeal to how the critics compartmentalize and categorize 

contemporary artists of her nature. However, the pain from these judgments is still present in the 

second verse of the song: “They say I’m too dumb to see / They judge me like a picture book / 

By the colors, like / They forgot to read.” The bridge of Brooklyn Baby acts as a climax for her 

arguments. She sings harshly, “I’m talking about my generation […] / And if you don’t like it 

you can beat it […] / You never liked the way I said it / If you don’t get it then forget it / So I 

don’t have to fucking explain it.” Not wanting to have to explain herself is a struggle that, not 

only Lana Del Rey but, many women face when being scrutinized by the media. In “Brooklyn 

Baby,” Del Rey signals that she is tired of being questioned and not taken seriously, and pivots 

towards a more callous and unbroken form of her artistry in which the critics’ opinions do not 

matter. These songs, from Ultraviolence, are the first instances in her discography where Lana 

Del Rey addresses those who criticize her art.  

The misunderstandings in critical reception to her writing can also be seen from her use 

of double entendre in many of her songs. For example, in one track, titled “Guns And Roses,” 

Lana Del Rey’s chorus for the song reveals her musing on the fact that her significant other 

“loved Guns and Roses.” This is a double entendre because she is talking about how her love 

interest was a fan of the famous rock band Guns N’ Roses, but also is referring to the conflicting 
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stereotypical masculine hardness and feminine sensitivity within him through the mentioned 

imagery of a gun and a rose. Another double entendre comes in the song, “Is This Happiness.” In 

the bridge of the song, Lana Del Rey sings “One gun on the table / Headshot if you’re able.” She 

mentions living a “Hollywood” lifestyle, so it can be implied that she is referring to a 

“headshot,” which is a photo required by an aspiring actor or actress when arriving to an 

audition. However, the previous line “One gun on the table,” actually implies that the “headshot” 

is a literal gunshot to the head. Lana Del Rey has had a long relationship with violent images and 

a desire for destruction in both her music and music videos. The titular single from her debut 

album, titled Born to Die, features a chorus with the lyrics: “Choose your last words / this is the 

last time / [be]cause you and I / we were born to die.” The idea of being born solely in order to 

die hearkens back to the destructive underpinnings and desires that are often involved, in Lana 

Del Rey’s artistic mythology, with the mechanisms of the American Dream. This delineation is 

also in line with Freud’s suggestion of a “death drive” that is related to aggressiveness and 

repetition in humans (Fong 353).  

Another example of the dominant mode of encoding is in Lana Del Rey’s nostalgic 

tendencies. She portrays her image in popular culture through “meticulous attention to costume, 

posing and […] song lyrics” (Usmar). Vintage camera filters used on her music videos, as well 

as style of dress and references to ideologies and cultural works from the 1950s-70s make it clear 

to audiences that she is working within the relevant themes and social issues from these periods 

in history. For example, while portraying a 1950s housewife in her “Chemtrails Over the 

Country Club” music video, Lana Del Rey exemplifies the American idealized image of women 

as submissive and domesticated. Meanwhile, in emulating the girl group style of The Shangri-

Las from the 1960s, through songs such as “Lust for Life and “Lolita,” as well as Nancy 
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Sinatra’s general aesthetic in the early years of her career, Lana Del Rey subliminally offers up 

early feminist icons to younger audiences for new generational consumption and education. The 

singer often brings more antiquated, or possibly forgotten amongst younger generations, cultural 

references to the forefront in this way. One instance of this is when Del Rey described herself as 

“Lolita got lost in the hood” in an early interview with The Guardian (Swash). References to 

artists, such as The Beach Boys and Jim Morrison, also remind listeners of the harsh realities, 

such as addiction and hedonistic behavior, that artists are faced with despite their contributions to 

culture and because of their success. Dennis Wilson, of The Beach Boys, who was known for his 

abuse of drugs and alcohol, died from drowning at age thirty-nine (Goldberg). Meanwhile, Jim 

Morrison mysteriously died of a heart attack, possibly brought on by drug use, at age twenty-

seven (Goodman). Finally, Lana Del Rey’s embodiment of the sentiments of the 1970s, 

surrounding young people’s rebellions and movements against authority in the face of the 

Vietnam War and other ideological struggles, through artists such as David Bowie and through 

references to the cult followings of figures such as Jim Jones and Charles Manson, allow her to 

work within the cultural stereotype of being a nostalgic artist. In the song “Ultraviolence,” off 

her album of the same name, Del Rey wistfully sings, “I was filled with poison / But blessed 

with beauty and rage / Jim taught me that / He hit me and it felt like a kiss / Jim brought me back 

/ Reminding me of when we were kids / With his Ultraviolence.” Although cult leader Jim Jones 

is not specifically named, in the bridge of the song Del Rey does insinuate a reference to this 

figure with the line, “You’re my cult leader.” In comparing domestic violence and patriarchy to 

cultism, with the line “He hit me and it felt like a kiss,” the singer critically analyzes American 

culture, regardless of whether it is past, present, or future. The line, “Reminding me of when we 

were kids,” signifies that cult-like patriarchal mentalities and gender roles are ideologies that are 
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ingrained into all of us, societally, from a very young age. In another track, called “Heroin,” Del 

Rey parallels Charles Manson’s cultish activities with her own inner demons and dark behavior. 

She sings the lyrics, “Topanga’s hot today / Manson’s in the air / And all my friends have gone / 

[Because] they still feel him here.” Her friends have abandoned her because she cannot escape 

behaviors, moods, and mindsets that remind her of Charles Manson. Many of these references 

may be missed upon first glance. In other cases, when the allusions are noticed, critics have 

deemed the artist fake-deep, a poser, and a phony. These critics view her references to past 

cultural artifacts as pandering, artificial, surface-level, and unoriginal. Lana Del Rey’s 

paradoxes, “create problems with authenticity [in the minds of critics]: ‘This is an artist who can 

sell a million albums [e.g. Ultraviolence and Lust for Life topped Billboard charts] and yet retain 

a certain perverse credibility in the alternative rock scene’” (Crutcher 238). Her associations with 

other music industry icons bring an authority to her work, though, negating the idea the she is 

inauthentic and coquettish. Her friendships and collaborations with Stevie Nicks and Joan Baez, 

as well as her self-proclaimed inspiration taken from Joni Mitchell, give her a traditionalism and 

foundation within the female classics of the 1960s-80s. Joni Mitchell describes her own music 

as, “beginning to reveal feminine insecurities, doubts, and recognition that the old order was 

falling apart [… It] depicted my times” (Weller 11). Mitchell “pursued her career with such 

single-minded devotion to artistry and [held] on to her integrity so intensely [by] not chasing 

after commercial success” (Weller 484). However, “getting older [in the music industry] was 

hard for Joni […] Men around that age […] are still considered vital in pop music, but women 

aren’t” (Weller 484). These ideas strongly align with Lana Del Rey’s musical themes, as well as 

her own opinions toward the music industry. On the song “Dance Till We Die,” from her 2021 

album, Chemtrails Over the Country Club, Del Rey sings, “I’m been covering Joni [Mitchell] 
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and I’m dancing with Joan [Baez] / Stevie [Nicks is] calling on the telephone / [Courtney Love] 

almost burned down my home / but God, it feels good not to be alone.” As the lyrics imply, Del 

Rey also collaborated with Stevie Nicks, from Fleetwood Mac, on a track titled “Beautiful 

People Beautiful Problems.” Courtney Love, who was married to the late Kurt Cobain, opened 

for Lana Del Rey on her “Endless Summer” Tour. In associating herself with these iconic artists, 

Lana Del Rey educates younger audiences who might not otherwise have had familiarity with 

their work.  
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CHAPTER 4. THE NEGOTIATED MODE 

Lana Del Rey embodies the negotiated mode of encoding, which acknowledges the 

dominant-hegemonic significations while also establishing its own ground rules or boundaries, 

by exposing aspects of culture that people are uncomfortable with addressing (During 516). 

Themes, such as “social climate, consumer culture, gender identity, sexuality, and the male 

gaze,” are all prominent in Lana Del Rey’s writing (Usmar). One specific example of a societal 

issue that Del Rey writes about is her reference to The Crystals’ 1960s single “He Hit Me and It 

Felt Like a Kiss” in her song “Ultraviolence.” This homage shows how we have come so far as a 

society, from the conservative leanings of the 1950s-60s, and yet in many ways we have not 

advanced ideologically at all. It is important to note that, in this case, “homage” in music and 

visuals can often supply an underlying element of irony to the work (Straw 258). On her album 

Ultraviolence, Lana Del Rey argues that “that violence is inseparable from domesticity” 

(Crutcher 243). There was a public outcry when The Crystals released their song in the 1960s 

because of the lyrical subject matter, and yet ironically domestic violence rates are higher than 

ever during the current CoVid-19 pandemic. In the song “Ultraviolence,” “The fact that [her] 

beloved hits her brings forth nostalgia from childhood” (Grande 208). This presents the idea that 

violence by men against women is ingrained in the minds of men and women at an early age. 

The criticism Lana Del Rey received for her album Ultraviolence reflects the fact that “there is a 

tendency for society to say that if a woman is subject to violence, then she was in some way 

responsible for it” (Vigier 10). In the imagery of her music videos, Lana Del Rey connects 

masculinity with danger, death, and murder (Usmar). Her nostalgic, vintage qualities and 

representation of old fashioned ideals in a seemingly “post-feminist” world rubbed audiences the 

wrong way because it made people uncomfortable with addressing the fact that the playing field 
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may not be as level as everyone would like it to be (Vigier 4). Lana Del Rey’s comfortability 

with her sexuality and representations of male dominated relationships were topics that 

audiences wanted to believe society had already comfortably moved past. Similarly, racism and 

oppressive tendencies against blacks, which are associated with sentiments from the Civil Rights 

Movement era, are referenced in her previously mentioned music video for “National Anthem.” 

In this music video, Lana Del Rey plays both Marilyn Monroe and Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, 

opposite rapper A$AP Rocky, who plays John F. Kennedy (JFK). Rocky’s portrayal is ironic 

since, as a black man, he not only would not have been able to be president at the time of JFK, 

but he also would have directly dealt with segregation and other inherently racist policies from 

this time. Lana Del Rey’s casting of A$AP Rocky in the role of John F. Kennedy forces her 

audience to think critically about the story she is telling, instead of simply marveling at the 

wealth of the Kennedys’ and the glamorousness of Marilyn Monroe that she depicts in the video. 

She shows, once again, that there is a dark side to fame, success, fortune, and even, in this case, 

politics. While the 1950s have long past, these negative, nostalgic themes are still culturally 

relevant. The Black Lives Matter movement of present day shows that racial inequality is still 

unfortunately prominent in American society. Lana Del Rey knows that it is important not to 

romanticize American history in a literal way, since this tactic “masks the horrors of poverty, 

discrimination, arbitrariness, and more with candy-red 1955 Corvettes and ‘retro’ Instagram 

filters” (Crutcher 245).  

Lana Del Rey reveals the “darker notions” and “destructive desires” that the American 

dream entails (Grande 197). For Del Rey, “America is as much a character in her work as a set- 

ting, shaping and stealing scenes” (Aronoff 13). In a song called “Bel Air,” Del Rey implies that 

“great wealth” leads to an “emptiness caused by unfulfilled longings” (Grande 215). Lana Del 
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Rey uses “iconography saturated with Americana, well-worn tokens of nostalgia that have come 

to symbolize the past greatness of the United States” (Fetveit 195). She echoes notions  

“such as Carpe Diem (pluck the day [as it is ripe]), Memento Mori (remember [that you 

have] to die), and even Death and the Maiden, which not only entices the young girl to 

love before her beauty fades but also construes Death himself as her lover” (Fetveit 199).  

In doing so, she reminds us that we are all “subject to […] ‘the victory of time’, that is, to death” 

(Fetveit 199). Lana Del Rey’s inclusion of doppelgangers for Elvis, Jesus, and Marilyn Monroe 

in her music video short film, Tropico, evokes “a certain hollowness of the stuff on which 

[American] dreams are made” (Fetveit 201). The fall from grace and consequent imperfection in 

the Biblical Garden of Eden, for Lana Del Rey, is symbolic and metaphorical for the 

disillusionment she associates with the American dream (Fetveit 201). In presenting archetypes 

and icons in American culture, Lana Del Rey questions the validity of the American dream 

(Fetveit 202). She “presents idealized images of a benign and widely embraceable past that no 

longer exists or has never existed” (Crutcher 245). Lana Del Rey offers us, as viewers, the idea 

that “an American culture drained of all moral qualities or ethical commitments is worth holding 

onto. A finally palatable Americana: full of no more sentiment than an Instagram grid” (Fetveit 

203). She reflects, “each person’s individual understanding of religion, America, love, and 

beauty, and often the incongruence within her understanding strikes many as vulgar, disturbing, 

and grotesque” (Crutcher 251).  

Lana Del Rey continues to employ the nostalgia and cultural appreciation that was talked 

about in the previous chapter of this paper. This time, however, she does so in order to bring to 

mind the topic of climate change. “Blowin’ in the Wind,” made famous by Bob Dylan, was a 

1960s call to action regarding early implications of environmental crises as well as social 
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conflicts. Lana Del Rey’s 2017 track, “Change,” also addresses climate change in unsettling 

detail with lyrics that imply issues with pollution and global warming will ultimately lead to the 

singer’s death. In fact, the dystopian opening scene depicted in her first mainstream music video, 

for the song “Video Games,” displays an apocalyptic world vision that could be Lana Del Rey’s 

fate, if drastic changes are not made to correct the current conditions surrounding climate 

change. 

 

 

Figure 3. The First Frame of Lana Del Rey’s “Video Games” Music Video 

 

Her videos and subject matter, glorifying the American dream, female beauty, and 

hedonistic lifestyle, when juxtaposed with imagery and lyrics about death, subvert society’s 

expectations and “contradict pop cultural tropes” (Usmar). Her music and images “disturb the 

sanity and security” of the viewer (Usmar). Lana Del Rey’s employment of nostalgic qualities 

and vintage filters, such as the simulation of “Super 8 cinematography,” paradoxically point to 

the “obsolescence of analogue media” as well as the “mortality of our media” in an increasingly 
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digital world (Fetveit 188). There is melancholy and romanticism in Del Rey’s valuing of 

practices that are no longer of use to us. Lana Del Rey also employs “surface noise from vinyl 

records” in her recorded music in order to “[counteract] the clarity that new digital recording 

technologies offer” (Fetveit 188). These precarious aesthetics reflect precarious qualities and 

situations in modern life. Lana Del Rey employs “mortality” in both the story of her music but 

also in its mediation (Fetveit 191). Light leaks, faded and worn out footage, missing frames, and 

flickering effects are all used in order to give an old filmstrip quality and to evoke a haunting 

tone for the viewer. “The decaying footage calls forth the frailty and vulnerability of human life” 

(Fetveit 192). Lana Del Rey utilizes the death drive, coupled with themes of love and romance, 

in songs such as “Born to Die,” “Blue Jeans,” and “Summertime Sadness,” in order to juxtapose 

and highlight the dichotomy between undying love and one’s mortality (Fetveit 192). If all life is 

only temporary, why do we even bother holding on to love and companionship? This is the type 

of existential question Lana Del Rey posed, especially towards the beginning of her career. In the 

song, “Born to Die,” Del Rey sings “Sometimes love is not enough and the road gets tough / I 

don’t know why.” This sentiment is echoed in “Blue Jeans” with the lyrics, “I will love you till 

the end of time / I would wait a million years,” and “Summertime Sadness” with the lines, “[I] 

think I’ll miss you forever / Like the stars miss the sun in the morning sky.” Lana Del Rey 

subverts archetypal notions of love by portraying romance as something that is unsatisfying, 

unfulfilling, and often destructive instead of something rewarding and meaningful. Romance, 

especially involving ex-boyfriends and love that has turned sour, is a source for contemplation, 

destructive behavior, and the death drive for the singer throughout much of her discography. In 

the song, “Religion,” she sings, “It never was about the money or the drugs / For you there’s 
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only love,” signifying the types of dynamics that are closely linked with modern romance in her 

mythology.  

Similarly, nostalgia is compounded with other ideological themes, such as capitalism, in 

her discography. This transition, from nostalgia regarding relationships to nostalgia regarding 

material possessions, can be described by the quote: “That millions of Americans are involved in 

a collective mourning process over Trump’s election seems to have freed Del Rey’s songs from 

the confines of destructive interpersonal relationships, [instead] allowing her the space to talk 

about what’s wrong with the rest of the world.” (Aronoff 14) In the journey on her album covers, 

Del Rey references American consumer culture using retro signifiers. It is worth noting that her 

facial expressions on each album cover represent the themes of the respective albums, with her 

frowning, looking contemplative, or even smiling on one. However, a vintage automobile 

depicted on each cover also calls to mind nostalgic images and therefore themes.  

 

 

Figure 4. Lana Del Rey’s Born to Die Album Cover, 2012 
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Figure 5. Lana Del Rey’s Ultraviolence Album Cover, 2014 

 

 

Figure 6. Lana Del Rey’s Honeymoon Album Cover, 2015 
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Figure 7. Lana Del Rey’s Lust for Life Album Cover, 2017 

 

The repetition of the automobile imagery in the background reinforces the world that 

Lana Del Rey is creating with her music and imagery. Ironically, the same make and model of 

car is used in the background of the “Born to Die” and “Lust for Life” album covers. This 

parallelism highlights the opposing antithetical titles of each album, and therefore the 

paradoxical nature of capitalism as something that drives life, but in doing so highlights the death 

drive in Americans. These ideas also show how precarious qualities in her music and lyrics 

allude to the precariousness of life. In this way, Lana Del Rey captures the idea of a better life 

that is no longer attainable and the nostalgia of decades past through her 1950s-70s aesthetics 

(Fetveit 193). Del Rey’s use of the automobile imagery is also poignant because it reveals 

thematic consistencies with Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, which is a standout piece of literature 

from the Beat Generation. The Beat Generation of the 1950s was a bohemian rooted movement 

of artists who criticized “mainstream values and social structures [while] urging for social 

change” (Olsson 3). Beat Generation famous works include Allen Ginsberg’s poem Howl, as 
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well as the aforementioned On the Road from Jack Kerouac. On the Road told the story of a 

group of friends who “[explored] America and the limits of personal freedom” (Olsson 1). This 

narrative is one that Lana Del Rey also reflects in her writing. However, she subverts it with her 

feminist context. On the Road, and Beat literature in general, is notorious for “how women are 

continuously ‘marginalized’ and ‘objectified’ by the male characters” of each narrative (Olsson 

2).  

Lana Del Rey “highlights the persistent commodification of the female body, its 

subjugation to male power and the potential for deep anxieties in 21st-century identity” (Usmar). 

Her work “hints at the pull of rampant consumerism and the immediacy of narcissistic desires, 

interlinked with contradictions which indicate the potential for social crises” (Usmar). Her 

adherence to the patriarchy and acceptance of her role as a woman and a celebrity is negotiated. 

Through the imagery in her music videos, such as “Born to Die,” “Ride,” “Tropico,” “Shades of 

Cool,” and “White Mustang,” she depicts her associations with men, heteronormative romance, 

and the patriarchy to be tumultuous, strained, and destructive. In the music videos for “Born to 

Die,” “Tropico,” and “Shades of Cool,” Del Rey is depicted in toxic relationships with 

controlling men. In “Born to Die,” this relationship actually leads to her death at her lover’s hand 

in the final frames of the video. 

 



	 42 

 

Figure 8. One of the Final Frames of Lana Del Rey’s Music Video for “Born to Die” 

 

In “Ride,” she is presented as the only woman consorting with a biker gang. She is also 

shown in several scenes romantically entwined with an Al Pacino look-alike on the balcony of a 

seedy motel room. 

 

 

Figure 9. A Scene From Lana Del Rey’s Music Video for “Ride” 
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Finally, in “White Mustang’s” video, Del Rey is shown in a relationship with a man who 

is a successful artist. However, he ignores her in most scenes and is clearly more interested in 

fame and success than his relationship with her. At the end of the video, Del Rey leaves him, and 

simultaneously a missile or rocket goes in the sky off behind her. It is unclear whether this 

weapon of mass destruction is supposed to represent her doomed fate if she stays with her ill-

fitted lover, or perhaps that even if she leaves him she is still doomed by the patriarchy. These 

images hint at larger darker implications of a woman’s decision to accept and submit to a 

traditionally feminine passive role in societal institutions such as marriage, the family structure, 

romantic relationships, and the workplace. Harry Benshoff states,  

“Some people have always considered anything that opposes or lies outside the 

ideological status quo intrinsically monstrous and unnatural […] The concepts ‘monster’ 

and ‘homosexual’ share many of the same semantic charges and arouse many of the same 

fears about sex and death” (Click, Lee, and Holladay 365).  

In this way, Lana Del Rey’s views on sexuality and femininity align with the LGBTQIA+ 

experience, in that both Del Rey’s and queer people’s general stereotyped attitudes and behaviors 

are marginalized and vilified by those who are critical of them. Conversely, it can be argued that,  

“in post-feminist pop culture, strong independent post-feminist women can be 

characterized by their ability to break traditional taboos, question or hold up for 

interrogation norms and traditions, but […] ultimately narrative arches tend to restore the 

patriarchal norm” (Usmar).  

Her music implies, “freedom has not really been achieved [for women] and [alludes] to a 

particular ambivalence about the kinds of relationships that seem required of women in need of 

either economic or emotional support” (Vigier 3). 
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Lana Del Rey’s previously mentioned relationships to Joan Baez, Stevie Nicks, and Joni 

Mitchell are another facet of her media presence that are also represented in the negotiated mode. 

Del Rey channels Fleetwood Mac’s “Rhiannon” in the song “Wild At Heart” off her latest 

album, titled Chemtrails Over the Country Club, in which she sings “If you love me you’ll love 

me [because] I’m wild / wild at heart.” In the song, “Rhiannon,” Stevie Nicks, who has been 

accused in the media of being a witch, relates feminine power to nature. Nicks sings, “She is like 

a cat in the dark […] She rules her life like a fine skylark.” She questions the listener, “Wouldn’t 

you love to love her?” Stevie Nicks compares wild animals and the “wind” to the freedom of 

being a single, young, and beautiful woman. In “Wild at Heart,” Lana Del Rey similarly 

compares elements in nature to being free. She sings, “I left Calabasas / Escaped all the ashes / 

Ran into the dark / and it made me wild, wild, wild at heart,” referring to the forest fires that 

ended up setting much of the area in Los Angeles County surrounding Lana Del Rey’s home 

ablaze. These destructive forces in nature, however, somehow make the singer feel a great sense 

of freedom. To Lana Del Rey, being “wild” entails breaking the rules, whether they are societal 

rules prescribed to her because of her gender or because of her occupation as an artist. On one of 

her alternative covers for Chemtrails Over the Country Club, Del Rey is featured beside a horse. 

As previously stated, she is known to choose artwork for her albums that conveys a great deal of 

meaning. Bearing the lyrics of “Wild At Heart” in mind, the horse represents an inability to be 

tamed, and captures the spirit of the album. 
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Figure 10. Alternate Cover for Lana Del Rey’s Chemtrails Over the Country Club 

 

One critic describes Lana Del Rey’s 2021 album, Chemtrails Over the Country Club as 

“about freedom in a world where everything has a price” (Segal 75). In her music, “lack of 

freedom [often causes] an urge to get away from everything” (Grande 221). This mentality is 

also in line with Joan Baez’s aesthetics. Baez is described as, “the gold-standard embodiment of 

the sensitive girl curled over her guitar” (Weller 11). Baez identifies the first time she met Lana 

Del Rey, saying, “It was mostly a hang-out; we just walked and we saw the property and fed the 

chickens, so we got close that way. And it was a riot from then on.” On November 7, 2020, Del 

Rey posted a video to FACEBOOK and Instagram of herself hanging out with Joan Baez in a gas 
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station. The caption reads “Man, that’s my girl Joan Baez she never stops dancing!” since Baez 

is dancing through the mini mart in the clip. In her cover of Joni Mitchell’s song, “For Free,” 

Lana Del Rey sings, “Me, I play for fortunes / for those velvet curtain calls […] and I’ll play if 

you’ve got the money.” However, she critically analyzes her occupation as a singer by asking, on 

the track “White Dress,” whether or not she was “better off” before she “[was] famous.” She 

sings about when she was a “waitress” at age nineteen, and how she felt, “small but [she] had it 

under control every time.” She continues, “When I was a waitress / wearing a white dress / look 

how I do this / look how I got this,” referring to how she was able to navigate and find personal 

power in the position of being an anonymous waitress as opposed to being a famous singer. This 

sentiment is clear when she sings, in the bridge of the song, “But I would still go back / If I could 

do it all again, I thought / because it made me feel / Made me feel like a god.” There are not 

many artists who sing wistfully about their lives before achieving stardom. In fact, most 

musicians boast, whether it is in songs or interviews, about reaping the rewards of their success. 

By inhabiting the role of popular music icon, and yet criticizing it through being nostalgic and 

wistful for a time before she was famous, Lana Del Rey actively questions her place in pop 

culture. It is a role that causes her to “wish she was dead already,” as previously stated. As early 

in her career as her first album, on a track titled “Without You,” she sings, “Everything I want I 

have / Money, notoriety, and Rivieras [… but] I’m nothing without you / All my dreams and all 

the lights mean / Nothing if I can’t have you.” While she admits to and accepts the wealth and 

material possessions that she has acquired through her fame, these objects mean nothing to her. 

In the case of the song, “Without You,” they mean nothing in the face of the possibility of losing 

her true love. However, in the cases of “Wild at Heart” and “White Dress,” success means 

nothing in the face of losing her freedom. The negotiated mode is a major element of Lana Del 



	 47 

Rey’s encoding process. She walks a fine line between being famous and being critical of the 

platform she possesses. In fact, in the words of Lana Del Rey in her bio on Twitter: “Do I 

contradict myself? Very well then, I contradict myself; I am large - I contain multitudes.” 
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CHAPTER 5. THE OPPOSITIONAL / RESISTANT MODE 

Lana Del Rey utilizes the oppositional mode of encoding, which works in direct 

opposition to the dominant mode, by acting in the role of a critic. She judges the media and her 

American audience instead of allowing critics to judge her based on her music and personal life. 

“In February 2011, Lana Del Rey tweeted, ‘Reputation is what men and women think of us; 

character is what God and angels know of us.’” (Massey 61). She hinted that what critics and 

audiences say about her is not important to her in the long run. Years later, she has doubled down 

on this stance. Lana Del Rey pushed back against the conventions set for her by the music 

industry, critics, and fans in her “Question for the Culture” post, which she published to her 

Instagram page on May 21, 2020. In the lengthy open letter to her Instagram followers, Del Rey 

calls herself a “glamorous,” “submissive,” and “passive” person. Glamour, submissiveness, and 

passivity are all technically attributes that society imposes upon women, especially female pop 

cultural icons. Lana Del Rey fits within the cultural norms at times, which have been discussed 

in this paper. However, she pushes back by assigning herself these categories instead of allowing 

the critics to assign them for her. In the same post, she asserts that she is a feminist, calls reviews 

of her music “bullshit,” and explicitly calls out seven other female artists: Doja Cat, Ariana 

Grande, Camila Cabello, Cardi B, Kehlani, Nicki Minaj, and Beyoncé. The post became very 

polarizing and controversial once it was pointed out that most of these examples are women of 

color. 
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Figure 11. Page 1 of Lana Del Rey’s “Question for the Culture” Instagram Post 

 

 

 



	 50 

 

Figure 12. Page 2 of Lana Del Rey’s “Question for the Culture” Instagram Post 

 

 

Figure 13. A Follow Up Instagram Post from Lana Del Rey, After Her “Question for the 
Culture” Post 
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 Not only does Lana Del Rey push back against the boundaries set for female pop 

musicians in this post by attacking those who criticize her work, but she also rebels against the 

distinctions of her self proclaimed label of “feminist” by criticizing other women who are her 

peers in the industry. Lana Del Rey’s comments in early interviews on being uninterested in 

feminism, versus the undeniable feminist context in her music, “produce a darkly funny and 

carnivalesque representation of sex and waste under late capitalism” (Usmar). Women in pop 

culture, and in society in general, are ordered to take criticism from men and to submissively 

allow scrutiny from the authoritarian hierarchy. Specifically, the #FreeBritney movement, 

regarding pop icon Britney Spears, has gained much notoriety in the past year surrounding men’s 

treatment of Britney Spears in the industry. “For nearly half of Britney Spears’s decades-long 

career,” she has not had legal control over her financial, or even personal decisions (Betancourt). 

After a mental breakdown in 2008, which has followed Spears ever since with jokes and 

insinuations regarding her mental health at her expense, she was placed under a full 

conservatorship overseen by her father (Betancourt). The patriarchal implications, in this case, 

are extremely clear. It is strange to think that Britney Spears, who has had an active pop career 

and put out multiple albums since 2008, can be deemed mentally sound enough to headline tours 

and release singles but not enough to be in control of her own life. The #FreeBritney movement, 

as the call for the removal of Spears’s conservatorship has since been dubbed, has prompted 

“lawmakers to consider changing conservatorship laws” in the state of California (Gutierrez). 

This situation shows the financial, legal, and even mental health implications that are brought 

about by misogynistic behavior and patriarchal control. Lana Del Rey, like Spears, is forced to 

accept her passive and submissive role as a woman in some cases. However, she negotiates her 

conformity, as we have seen, and ultimately opposes it by pushing back against those who 
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condemn her for her passivity. The “power feminism” movement of the 1990s, in which 

“Women needed to show their power, and if they were strong enough as individuals they could 

achieve equality,” is perhaps why critics were enraged at Lana Del Rey’s assumed submissive 

nature (Vigier 5). Under this model, women who were not “laughing, independent, ambitious 

optimist[s],” were viewed as downtrodden victims (Vigier 5). Critics argued that Lana Del Rey 

was nostalgic for disempowerment (Vigier 5). However,  

“Del Rey simultaneously adheres to and confronts these normative gender roles […] 

undermining apparent heteronormative sexual and gender positioning […] Her 

conformity is however, subverted. In Del Rey’s videos, clear evidence exists in her facial 

expressions where she consistently portrays Gothic elements of uncertainty, sorrow, grief 

and a pervading sense that she does not belong in this world” (Usmar).  

On Lana Del Rey’s 2021 song, “Breaking Up Slowly” featuring collaborator Nikki Lane, Lane 

sings, “I don’t want to end up like Tammy Wynette.” This line is poignant because it directly 

contrasts the previous relationship depicted in “Ultraviolence.” In “Ultraviolence,” Lana Del Rey 

stands by an abusive lover. Similarly, in Tammy Wynette’s “Stand By Your Man,” the singer 

decides to “stand by” her husband who has cheated on her. With Nikki Lane singing, “I don’t 

want to end up like [Wynette],” instead of Del Rey being the one to sing the line, it is a meta 

moment that shows the acknowledgement of the disempowering narratives in Del Rey’s past 

songs. This line’s inclusion on Del Rey’s album, however, also shows the overall growth in her 

artistry. In two of the tracks on her most recent album, Lana Del Rey sings that she is no longer 

“a candle in the wind.” She acknowledges that at the start of her career she was naïve, too 

trusting, and easily swayed in her interviews and her career choices. While speaking with Mojo 

magazine in 2021, Del Rey is quoted, “I’ll never forget my first four years of interviews. They 
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just fucking burned me” (Segal 71). With regards to critics, she states, “I was discredited for 

seven years […] there’s no other way of looking [at] it” (Segal 76). However, by refusing to 

continue to be identified as a “candle in the wind,” Lana Del Rey accepts her power, 

independence, and strength, both as a woman and as an artist. In the song, “Let Me Love You 

Like a Woman,” off her album Chemtrails Over the Country Club, she rhymes the word 

“woman” with “poem,” alluding to the often misunderstood and powerful qualities of women. 

She sings, “Let me love you like a woman / let me hold you like a baby,” indicating that women 

have power over child-like men, especially in the role of mother. The second verse of the song 

reads, “I come from a small town far away / I only mention it [because] I’m ready to leave L.A. 

and I want you to come / I guess I could manage if you stay / It’s just if you do I can’t see myself 

having any fun.” In these verses, Lana Del Rey sets herself apart from stereotypical submissive 

feminine ideals. She does not “need” her male love interest to accompany her as she flees Los 

Angeles. She merely “wants” him to join her so that she can have more “fun.” He is not a 

necessity. However, in the background vocals, which are layered over the main vocals, Del Rey 

actually does say, “I need you to come.” This production choice comes across as sonically 

disjointed, which highlights the singer’s conflict between “wanting” and “needing” her romantic 

counterpart. It shows that patriarchal priority is still present at the back of her mind. Even 

through the conflict and confusion, Lana Del Rey claims power in the relationship dynamic in 

this song in a way that she has not on previous albums. Only as the woman in her relationship 

can she “take [her lover] to infinity.” In these instances, Lana Del Rey upholds postmodernist 

mutability. Another track, titled “Tulsa Jesus Freak,” finds the singer embracing her sexuality in 

a more healthy way than in previous instances. She tells her lover to, “Sing me like a Bible 

hymn,” comparing their love to something heavenly. However, in this case she is actually 
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improving her beloved, instead of him bringing her down like in “Ultraviolence.” She continues, 

“Trade this body for that can of gin,” implying that he should be putting his mouth on her instead 

of consuming alcohol. For one of the first times in her artistry, Lana Del Rey venerates herself, 

instead of her man, with the lyrics, “Like a little piece of heaven / No more candle in the wind.” 

This is just another reference to leaving behind the feeble “candle in the wind” identification 

from her early career.  

Lana Del Rey also exemplifies resistance against the media in her music video for the 

song “High By the Beach.” Throughout the video, the singer is depicted in a replica of her real 

life Malibu home, being followed from floor to floor by paparazzi taking photos of her. The 

paparazzi are shown as male figures piloting a helicopter while watching the singer through her 

windows. In the climax of the video, the singer takes a semi-automatic weapon and actually 

blows up the paparazzi helicopter.  

 

 

Figure 14. A Scene From Lana Del Rey’s “High By the Beach” Music Video 
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Figure 15. Another Scene From Lana Del Rey’s “High By the Beach” Music Video 

 

It could also be argued that this scene exudes its own implications of criticism regarding 

gun control in the United States, given Lana Del Rey’s political leanings. Del Rey once 

mentioned in an interview that she attempted to “hex Donald Trump,” who had close ties to the 

National Rifle Association, with a “binding spell” (Bryant). However, what is more thematically 

relevant in this instance is Del Rey’s, albeit violent, emancipation against the paparazzi. This 

scene is symbolic for her rebellion against cultural vultures that attempt to pick her apart, profit 

off her, and objectify her without her consent. 

Del Rey opposes her role as an artist by instead embodying the role of the critic, herself. 

She criticizes Americans, American popular culture, and the American Dream. In this way, she 

defies her role as an artist in the traditionally established sense. In her music videos and 

iconography, her “‘dead stare’ emphasizes the overall juxtaposition of the largely positive lyrical 

expression, with the sorrowful facial expression and low sung notes” (Usmar). Songs such as 
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“Chemtrails Over the Country Club,” in title, lyrics, and music video imagery, “signify 

repeatedly that something is amiss; that the American dream is over and that even with apparent 

success within this sphere, there exists only emptiness and isolation” (Usmar). In the song, Del 

Rey begins by singing, “I’m on the run with you my sweet love / there’s nothing wrong / 

contemplating God under the Chemtrails over the Country Club.” The circuitous, repetitive 

melody denotes a lullaby quality, and yet makes the listener get the sense that Del Rey is trapped 

within the fantasy she has created during the track. There is even a quality of insanity or madness 

to the repetitive dreamy tune. The line, “I’m on the run,” sung over and over in the chorus, adds 

a sense of urgency to her words. The imagery of the “Country Club,” which is represented on the 

album cover for her album of the same name, denotes American wealth, decadence, and the 

upper class. Lana Del Rey purports this imagery in lyrics from the song, “Take out your 

turquoise and all of your jewels / Go to the market, the kids’ swimming pools.” Wealth, in this 

case, is flaunted at everyday places such as the supermarket or around children at the pool. The 

“turquoise” and “jewels” serve no real utilitarian purpose, other than to be used as status 

symbols. They represent surplus and extravagance. Wearing “jewels” in the swimming pool 

shows a higher-level sign of wealth and luxury. However, the swimming pool may also indicate 

cleansing, especially from sin in the case of Christian Baptism, and how Del Rey’s material signs 

of wealth cannot be cleansed or purged from her. Even with all of the objects that are seemingly 

taken for granted by the singer, Del Rey depicts herself as “strange and wild.” When she sings, 

“I’m not bored or unhappy,” she is trying to convince herself of this more than anyone else. 

Meanwhile, “Chemtrails [appear in the sky] over the country club,” signifying paranoia, 

conspiracy theories, deceit, and looming danger. The Keith Group, which studies climate change 

at Harvard University, defines “Chemtrails” as the conspiracy theory,  
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“that governments or other parties are engaged in a secret program to add toxic chemicals 

to the atmosphere from aircraft in a way that forms visible plumes in the sky, somewhat 

similar to contrails. Various different motivations for this alleged spraying are speculated, 

including sterilization, reduction of life expectancy, mind control, or weather control” 

(The Keith Group).  

There is no factual evidence that supports this theory, however. Lana Del Rey adopts Chemtrails 

mythology in order to hint at circumstances such as climate change and the CoVid-19 pandemic, 

and how they point to greater ideological crises that relate to capitalism leaving its incumbents 

fundamentally unhappy. In an interview with her frequent collaborator, Jack Antonoff, Lana Del 

Rey states,  

“What’s insane is that the pandemic has brought up all of these mental health crises and 

domestic crises that were always there, that I always sang about, that people had so much 

to say about in terms of, ‘She’s just feigning emotional fragility.’ And it’s like, ‘Well, not 

really. You’re feigning emotional togetherness despite the fact that you’re a wack-job 

Monday through Friday’” (Interview Magazine 126).  

A writer for Mojo The Music Magazine asserts that Lana Del Rey, in the vein of director David 

Lynch, is interested in “the horror that lies behind quaint images of suburban America” (Male 

72). This idea perfectly describes the images referenced in the lyrics and music video of the 

song. In the second verse of “Chemtrails,” Del Rey sings, “its beautiful, how this deep normality 

settles down over me.” She describes “beautiful […] normality” as something that engulfs her, 

almost like the crushing blow from an overpowering wave. Given the other paradoxes within this 

song, it would appear that the singer considers “normality” anything but beautiful. Overcoming 

an idea of being “inferior to the norm,” requires a recognition of and re-articulation of “outsider 
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status to [signify] inner strength and originality” (Click, Lee, and Holladay 370). In this way, Del 

Rey employs postmodernist critical theoretical strategies in order to analyze art and culture in her 

own work. She complicates her engagements with audiences and critics so that the paradoxes in 

societal conventions and ideologies become impossible for otherwise casual listeners to ignore. 

For example, in a recent interview she admits to purposely sounding bad on the track “White 

Dress,” stating she was, “not too afraid about being kind of stupid. The way I sound in the chorus 

– because I know it’s… not great, you know” (Segal 76). This technique pushes back against 

boundaries set for women in the music industry: that their voices are supposed to sound beautiful 

and as close to perfect as possible if a female musician wants to be successful. Her jarring vocals 

break the listener out of the passive listening experience, and force them to think critically about 

the subject matter and medium of her artistry. “It sounds perfect for the song […] The voice of 

somebody on the brink of something,” one critic states (Segal 76). Del Rey’s power, as a 

storyteller, in many senses makes her threatening (Usmar). Perhaps this is why the media is so 

critical of her work. Critics “react negatively toward having to sort through more shades of 

meaning than with your average pop star” (Crutcher 247). Del Rey channels Sylvia Plath in her 

dystopian view of success and notoriety. Plath, “the confessional American poet, who took her 

own life in 1963, is arguably the most visible and consistent literary reference in [Lana Del 

Rey’s] work [, especially her] themes of alienation and psychological trauma” (Male 73). 

As mentioned in previous sections, Lana Del Rey almost completely opposes her role as 

an artist. In addition to her desires to revert to her former life before fame in the song “White 

Dress,” she echoes these sentiments in another song, “Wild at Heart.” She references Princess 

Diana’s tragic death due to being chased by the paparazzi in the lyrics, “The cameras have 

flashes, they cause the car crashes / but I’m not a star.” In actively considering herself not to be a 
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“star,” Del Rey refuses to accept her status as a celebrity. To Lana Del Rey, the opposite of being 

a “star,” or a popular musician, is being “Wild at Heart.” She continues in the same song, “What 

would you do if I wouldn’t sing […] no more?” She poses this same question in other instances 

of her discography. In a song called “Swan Song,” she sings, “Why work so hard when [I] could 

just be free […] / I will never sing again / With just one wave it goes away.” She acknowledges 

the power she has by using her voice. However, she also recognizes the power in taking away 

that voice, so that others may no longer consume or enjoy it. In fact, in a 2012 interview with 

British Vogue Magazine, right after her first album had just been released, Del Rey stated, “I 

don’t think I’ll write another record. What would it say? Everything I wanted to say, I’ve said 

already” (Complex). However, nine years and six albums later it is clear that this very much was 

not the case. She closes out the second verse of “Wild at Heart,” singing “Time after time I think 

about leaving.” It is clear that, unlike other musical artists, she is very open about the struggles 

she faces to continue performing on a global stage. On a song called “Dark But Just a Game,” 

Del Rey sings, “[Artists’] stories all end tragically […] that’s the price of fame.” She continues 

in the chorus of the song, “The best [artists] lost their minds / So I’m not gonna change / I’ll stay 

the same […] / Don’t even want what’s mine / Much less the fame / It’s dark, but just a game.” 

In believing that fame is “dark” and “just a game,” she shows her own perceptions and critical 

opinions on the culture industry, and how it chews artists up and spits them out. The song was 

inspired by a moment Del Rey experienced while attending a party at the house of U2 and 

Madonna’s manager. Del Rey states, “Something happened […] kind of a situation like – never 

meet your idols. And I just thought, ‘I think it’s interesting that the best musicians end up in such 

terrible places.’ I thought to myself, ‘I’m going to try my best not to change because I love who I 

am.’” (Segal 75). She reveals the effects of her career on her personal life in the second verse: “I 
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was a pretty little thing / Ain't got a lot to sing, but / Nothing came from either one but pain.” In 

revealing that being “pretty” and being able to sing brought her nothing but pain, Del Rey rejects 

her identities, both as a woman and as an artist. The singer identifies with two other artists, Amy 

Winehouse and Whitney Houston, who also met tragic ends. In a live a cappella rendition of her 

2017 song, “Get Free,” she is quoted, “This is my commitment / My modern manifesto / I’m 

doing it for all of us / who never got the chance / for Amy and for Whitney / And all my birds of 

paradise / who never got to fly at night / because they were caught up in the dance… Of cruel 

romance.” In another song, aptly titled “hope is a dangerous thing for a woman like me to have – 

but I have it,” she exasperatedly sings about critics and journalists who, “Write that I’m happy, 

they know that I’m not / But, at best, you can see I’m not sad.” This mischaracterization of Del 

Rey, especially regarding her issues with mental health which she has only mentioned sparingly 

in interviews, has spurred, “a new revolution, a loud evolution [… that is] born of confusion and 

quiet collusion” in her. Despite her desire to change and get better, whatever that may mean, she 

still recognizes that she is, “a modern day woman with a weak constitution, ‘cause I’ve got / 

Monsters still under my bed that I could never fight off.” In another song, titled “Dance Till We 

Die,” Del Rey proclaims that she is, “Troubled by [her] circumstance [and] burdened by the 

weight of fame.” Despite her past experiences, fears, anxieties, and shortcomings, and despite the 

fact that “hope is a dangerous thing for a woman like [Lana Del Rey] to have,” she remains 

optimistic. She comes to some reconciliation, at least with her place within capitalism, in the 

song “Yosemite” on Chemtrails Over the Country Club. She references Joni Mitchell’s “For 

Free,” in the lyrics “We did it for fun, we did it for free / I did it for you, you did it for me / we 

did it for the right reasons.” It is unclear who she is speaking to. However, it is obvious that she 

is talking about her career in the line “we did it for the right reasons,” especially when taking 
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into consideration that in a later part of the song she promises herself that she will no longer be 

burdened from “burning [the candle] at both ends.” The pre-chorus of “Yosemite,” reads, 

“Honey, you make me feel like I’m invincible / It’s just like I wanted.” These lyrics imply that 

Lana Del Rey has chosen love and acceptance from those who are close to her, as opposed to 

stressing herself out or turning herself into someone she is not, just for the sake of her career. In 

the bridge of the song, she sings, “Television static was quite overwhelming,” hinting that 

materialism, consumerism, and technology negatively affected her self-confidence or stability. 

However, she concludes, “Till eternity I’ll do it for the right reasons / Withstanding all the time, 

changes, and seasons.” Similarly, in the song, “Change,” Lana Del Rey acknowledges a social 

responsibility for one of the first times in her music. She addresses past hardships she has faced 

in the chorus, singing, “Lately, I’ve been thinkin’ it’s just someone else’s job to care / Who am I 

to sympathize when no one gave a damn? / I’ve been thinkin’ it’s just someone else’s job to care 

/ Who am I to wanna try?” However, her change in heart, away from the bitterness of her past 

music, is signified with the chorus of the song:  

“Change is a powerful thing, people are powerful beings / Tryin’ to find the power in me 

to be faithful / Change is a powerful thing, I feel it comin’ in me / Maybe by the time 

summer’s done, I’ll be able / To be honest, capable / Of holding you in my arms without 

lettin’ you fall / When I don’t feel beautiful or stable.”  

It is in trajectories, journeys, and moments of growth, such as the one in “Change,” that Lana Del 

Rey shows a value of quality instead of quantity in terms of the music she makes. Her manager is 

quoted, “Her path has been a lesson that you don’t always have to take the most commercial 

decisions […] Just pick the most authentic ones and you’ll be there a decade in” (Garner 31). She 

shows that she is in the music business and dedicated to her career for the long haul by refusing 
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to conform to genre boundaries and by aiming for meaningful, authoritative, boundary pushing, 

and nonconforming songs as opposed to pushing for quick cheap hits and singles like most other 

artists. For example, when speaking about choosing to break the mold of the 3-5 minute radio-

ready pop song, Del Rey says,  

“I played [a song] for my managers and I was like, ‘yeah, I think this is the single I want 

to put out.’ And they were like, ‘it’s 10 minutes long. Are you kidding me?’ It’s called 

‘Venice Bitch.’ Like why do you do this to us? Can you make a three-minute normal pop 

song? I was like, ‘well, end of summer, some people just wanna drive around for 10 

minutes, get lost in some electric guitar’” (Aswad).  

The singer refuses to conform to one genre boundary, instead musical style shifting from hip-hop 

and trap influences, to pop, acoustic, rock, folk, and even to musical theater. Instead of 

conforming to the other modern high production pop songs of the music industry, she uses 

stripped down live instruments and a less-is-more production mentality. Her resistance to 

synthesizers and other hallmarks of modernized pop music also reinforces her retro qualities. 

These features set her apart from the other artists who are her peers. Del Rey is quoted, “I will 

die an underdog and that’s cool with me” (Interview Magazine 127). However, with all of this 

pushback against critics of her work, Del Rey has also been met with backlash. During the 

CoVid-19 pandemic of 2020, she was criticized for wearing a seemingly mesh material mask.  
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Figure 16. Paparazzi Photos of Lana Del Rey Wearing a Mesh Face Mask 

 

 This was seen as irresponsible by many, and as “Karen” type behavior. A “Karen” is “a 

widespread [reference regarding] a specific type of middle-class white woman, who exhibits 

behaviors that stem from privilege” (Nagesh). Also, when Del Rey released her recent 

Chemtrails Over the Country Club album cover, many critics and fans, alike, remarked at the 

lack of women of color included. One Harper’s Bazaar journalist remarked that Lana Del Rey  

“called herself ‘inclusive,’ but that doesn’t change the fact that her success is built on cultural 

appropriation” (Sultan). 
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Figure 17. Lana Del Rey’s Album Cover for Chemtrails Over the Country Club 

 

Whether it is Lana Del Rey’s intention to be inclusive, to act like a “Karen,” to elicit 

controversy, or merely to make audiences question the dynamics of ideology in our society is 

ultimately unimportant. What is important is that, no matter her intentions, her work does make 

several groups of people – including fans, critics, haters, and even casual listeners – question her 

role as a celebrity and their own role as consumers.  
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION 

This study has shown how Lana Del Rey’s artistry has uncompromising and non-

conforming qualities, especially through her responses to those who interact with her work 

(Dimery and Rodeia 8). We have witnessed instances where she defies critics’ expectations, 

allowing us to analyze the institutions and systems – such as politics, religion, gender roles, and 

class – that are conflicting in society. However, her often-enigmatic nature leaves unresolved 

thoughts regarding her worldview for future researchers to study. A couple of questions that 

remain unanswered are as follows: Why do accusations of cultural appropriation permeate 

critics’ opinions of her? And how do interactions regarding race and varying forms of feminine 

empowerment define Lana Del Rey’s legacy? Future research on intersectionality and new 

waves of feminism will only bring further clarity to our understanding of the answers to these 

questions and further illuminate Lana Del Rey’s mindset and experiences as she expands her 

musical oeuvre. 
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