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Malcolm McLauren’s music video “About Her” begins with a shot of a distraught 

African American woman singing about her man. She is crouched over with a drink in hand 

before the scene cuts to a close-up shot of her sunken face encased in shadows. The scene fades 

to black before the lights flicker and the orchestra chimes in. As the woman continues to sing, 

her lines are broken up with long pauses before transitioning to show footage of a boy rock band. 

The rest of the music video continues to alternate between the woman and boy band. Despite my 

somewhat objective summary of “About Her,” I was confused by this music video. The footage 

was so disjointed that I spent most of my time watching the singers performing instead of 

listening to the lyrics of the song. I also felt that the song lacked a common theme that explained 

the relationship between the younger rock band and the experienced blues singer.  

Within seconds of listening to “About Her,” I knew I would not like the song. Spending 

hours in the car with my friends blasting Travis Scott, Bilish Eilish, and Khalid has made me part 

of an “interpretive community” that never strays away from indie and rap music (Fish). I am 

certain that if I played “About Her” in the car, my friends would ban me from ever controlling 

the radio. However, as I scrolled through the YouTube comments, I discovered an interpretative 

community that thought highly of “About Her.” The comments ranged from “so beautiful . . . 

what a great song” to “this is how you sample songs, not like the crap Cardi B is selling.”  



D’Souza 2 

If I had the appropriate context before watching “About Her,” I probably wouldn’t have 

been so adamently against the song. Later research revealed that “About Her” is a remix of the 

video performance of “St. Louis Blues” by Bessie Smith (1925) and the studio version of “She’s 

Not There” (1964) by The Zombies (Genius Lyrics). Although Smith’s song was tailored for 

blues fans and The Zombie’s song was tailored for rock fans, McLauren catered to another 

audience: “About Her” was featured on the soundtrack of Quentin Taratino’s movie Kill Bill 2 

(2004). Interestingly enough, most of the Youtube commenters who sang praises to the song 

made some reference to their love for Kill Bill 2, which served as the media form that tied their 

interpretative community together.  

Throughout this paper, I use the lens of mediated reading (which we discussed in Week 

4) to interpret McLauren’s music video “About Her.” I define mediated reading as the process of 

evaluating a work based on how it is presented. I use the word “media” as a vessel used to 

present an idea. It can be written (like a poem), spoken (like a song), or watched (like a movie). 

“Media” can also be created by combining two mediums; for example, music portrayed 

alongside a video creates a music video. “About Her” moves across three different forms of 

media: as a written song, music video, and movie. Even though these forms all share the same 

lyrics (or content), I came up with three different interpretations. Thus, the medium an artist 

chooses to portray her work in affects the reader’s interpretation regardless of content. 

As I read the lyrics to “About Her,” I identified three keys elements of style—repetition, 

metaphorical language, and stanza formation—that influenced my interpretation. The first line of 

the song is “my man’s got a heart like a rock cast in the sea.” The repetition of these 12 words 

emphasized that this line was essential to understanding the conflict in “About Her.” However, 
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Smith’s abstract comparison of her man’s heart to a “rock cast in sea” made it difficult to discern 

what she literally intended to convey. I read the line with a negative connotation, associating “the 

rock” with oppression and the “sea” with drowning. Perhaps Smith was alluding to a troubled 

relationship with her husband. Interestingly enough, Smith had a messy love life marked by a 

string of lesbian affairs and a husband who was shot in the stomach (Bessie Smith Biography, 

2019).  

Another unique characteristic of the song is that it is written as if an argument between 

two lovers is playing out, alternating stanzas between the man and the woman’s perspective. The 

Zombies start the second stanza with the word “well” in order to justify the man’s position. His 

childlike nature is enhanced by his rhyme scheme (she “cried” and “lied”) and juxtaposes 

Smith’s more sophisticated metaphor. However, the man’s inability to call the woman by name 

(she is referenced as “her” throughout the song) shows he has also been broken by their 

relationship. After reading the lyrics, I envisioned a coldhearted man and a distrustful woman 

still harboring feelings for one another despite their toxic relationship.  

The second medium I analyzed was the “About Her” music video. Although I established 

my unpopular opinion about the music video in the beginning of this essay, I chose to focus on 

the elements of style that captured my attention. Before the video begins with Smith’s iconic 

line, the director uses Smith’s position and attire, lighting, and props to emphasize her state of 

despair. Smith’s first shot shows her lying down in a vulnerable state before dragging her hands 

across the floor as if it is a great effort to continue existing. She then confirms her pain by 

reaching for a bottle of alcohol. The director’s decision to dress Smith in a black dress with the 

exception of a white headwrap calls attention to the darkness that consumes her and draws the 
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watcher to a close up of her face. These stylistic elements set the mood of the scene and provide 

an initial reading of Smith so that the audience expects the intensity of sorrow she feels as she 

belts out, “my man . . .”  

The screen then flickers to black before cutting to The Zombies. Even though the lead 

singer (who reminded me of Harry Styles from One Direction) spoke about a lover, his version 

seemed less moving than Smith’s. This could be because I associated the well-lit set with more 

positive emotions such as openness. I also felt that the singer was trying too hard to be seductive 

by dragging out the last syllable of each word and swaying from side to side. Was he trying to 

appeal to his teenage audience? What I found most interesting about my reading of the music 

video compared to the written song was that I barely paid attention to the lyrics. When presented 

with visuals, I became preoccupied with putting a face to the singers and attempting to craft a 

story from the footage. My final impression after watching the “About Her” music video was 

that the director was crazy. At the time I was unaware that this was a remix, so I puzzled over 

why he would pair scenes that were glaringly different. My best interpretation would be that the 

music video juxtaposed the heartbreak of a middle aged African American woman with a young 

man trying to forget about his former lover.  

Finally, I examined “About Me” as a soundtrack for the movie Kill Bill 2. I have yet to 

watch the movie, but I believe it is safe to assume that the plot revolves around a woman trying 

to kill her husband Bill. The song makes its first appearance when the mother and her child are 

laying together in bed watching a movie about a shogun. The movie they are watching is 

narrated by a child, who details how his father “cut off the heads of 131 lords.” Director Quentin 

Taratino cues unnatural, red and green lights that shine ominiously on the faces of the mother 
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and child. Then, just like in the music video, Smith begins to sing “my man” when the lights 

dim. However, this time, the song carries an eerie tone. As the song moves into the second verse 

by the Zombies (“well no one told me about her / the way she lies), footage of the mother plays. 

Is  Taratino hinting that the mother is a liar? The next line “it is too late to say I’m sorry” is 

accompanied by a scene where the mother closes the door on her sleeping child. Is the mother 

apologizing to her daughter? The music eventually becomes quieter until all that is heard is the 

chant of “my man” as the woman approaches what appears to her husband carrying a samurai 

sword. Once the husband and wife come face to face, the music ends. In Kill Bill 2, the song sets 

the mood, acting as the backdrop to the action happening between Bill and his wife. “About Her” 

is suddenly transformed into a song that speaks to a woman’s hatred for her husband and love for 

her child. 

Thus far, I have identified elements of style across three different versions of “About 

Her.” As a written song, I imagined two lovers trapped in a toxic relationship. As a music video, 

I focused on the juxtaposition between how the African American woman and the young man 

dealt with heartbreak. As a movie, I noticed how a woman’s desire for revenge overpowered 

what was formerly love. But why did these three mediums produce different interpretations? I 

believe that as mediums are combined to form new media, the resulting content becomes too 

overwhelming for us to process. This idea is illustrated in Nicolas Carr’s article “Is Google 

Making Us Stupid?” where he argues that the Internet has “chipped away our capacity to 

concentrate and comtemplate.” When I was reading the lyrics to “About Her,” I was able to 

concentrate for a couple minutes. However, when two mediums were combined to form a new 

medium (like when the song was paired with footage), I found myself unable to listen and watch 
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simultaneously. I ultimately ended up watching more than I listened. This could be attributed to 

the fact that my fast-wired brain sought immediate entertainment rather than the non-visual, 

slower lyrics. Therefore, as different mediums are combined, we choose to focus on certain parts 

of the complete story that lead us to different interpretations.  

Besides our inability to multitask, I believe that translation across media also lends itself 

to different interpretations. During Week 6, we were asked to take a scientific concept and to 

explain it through a Japanese linked poem. My group attempted to explain the concept of gravity. 

One of the reasons why we were unsuccessful was because of the restrictive rhyme scheme 

pattern. There was a maximum of 7 syllables for certain lines, but the net acceleration at which 

objects fall to Earth is 9.8 m/s² (which is 8 syllables long). My group agreed that a poem was an 

appropriate media form if one needed to simplify a complicated concept, but a scientific paper 

would be a more appropriate form if one wanted an actual explanation. I saw some of these 

problems emerge when translating “About Her” across different mediums. When McLauren was 

composing the “About Her” music video and Taratino was deciding the soundtrack, they faced 

natural constraints. The audience would not be willing to listen to a song for eight minutes (the 

combined time of “St. Louis Blues” and “She’s Not There”). They needed to pick the most 

memorable parts of the song while still conveying a powerful message to the audience. Because 

McLauren combined certain lines out of context from The Zombie and Smith’s songs, “About 

Her” lends itself to multiple interpretations as readers piece together a coherent story.  

Mediated reading can best be explained by the game Telephone, where a person is given 

a phrase to pass on to another person. By the time the phrase reaches the last person, the word is 

usually transformed into an entirely new one. Players will avidly listen for specific elements: the 
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number of syllables, the length of the phrase, initial and final sounds. But due to natural 

limitations such as time, the interpretation of the word may change. Similarly, “About Her” was 

passed from singer to composer to director. Each person had to fit elements of style within a 

certain amount of time to best convey the meaning of the song. Because these ideas were filtered 

through different mediums and people, it is only natural that different interpretations emerged.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


