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TLC, ‘Waterfalls’ (1995)
https://youtu.be/8WEtxJ4-sh4

Subject content focus area 
Media language

Representation

Contexts 

Background context
• TLC is an all-girl R&B/hip-hop group; at the time of the release of ‘Waterfalls’, the members were 

Tinonne ‘T-Boz’ Watkins, Lisa ‘Left Eye’ Lopes and Rozonda ‘Chilli’ Thomas.

• ‘Waterfalls’ is a track from their second album, CrazySexyCool (1994), and achieved international 
success, reaching number one in many territories. It’s also considered to be one of the band’s 
signature tracks.

• The group was originally formed as a fusion of R&B and hip-hop (a hybrid that became popular 
in the 1990s). TLC combined the smooth and soulful elements of R&B and the tougher, more 
‘street’ approach of rap, to create a girl group with a ‘tomboy’ image.

• Unlike many girl groups, TLC had more of a ‘rock ’n’ roll image’. In the press, they were honest 
about their individual battles with addiction, police arrests (Lopes burned down her boyfriend’s 
house following an argument), abusive relationships and their spats with each other. These 
issues were often explored in their music, arguably making TLC more ‘gritty’ than other R&B 
acts.

https://youtu.be/8WEtxJ4-sh4
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• In 2002, Lopes was killed in a car accident, but the remaining members of TLC continue to 
record and tour as a duo.

Part 1: Starting points - Media language
• ‘Waterfalls’ blends three music video genres: performance, narrative and conceptual.

• There are two clear narratives with characters and situations that directly relate to the lyrics 
of the song: in the first verse, a young male dies during a drug deal and, in the second verse, an 
adult male contracts HIV (which develops into AIDS) following unprotected sex. 

• There is some clear illustration of the lyrics (where the images show the literal meaning of the 
words); for example, there is a mother literally gazing out of a window at her son and a man 
literally doesn’t recognise his own reflection.

• Intercut with the narrative sections are shots of the members of TLC performing the song 
and dancing in sync; demonstrating typical codes of the music video form. These performance 
sections use multiple formal conventions: close-ups of their faces, direct address, and in 
terms of editing, dance moves cut to the rhythm of the music.

• There are also some more abstract elements in the video. The band members first appear like 
water spirits, liquid versions of themselves (this is an intertextual reference to the ‘liquid metal’ 
T1000 in Terminator 2). Bookending each section, there is also a montage of flying imagery, with 
natural and urban landscapes zooming past. Special effects are used to portray the ghostly 
characters of the mother and son, and the symptoms of the man’s disease. This use of CGI 
(computer-generated imagery) adds an almost supernatural element to a song about very real 
social issues.

• The mise-en-scène in each narrative section suits the different themes:

 ∘ Typically, inner-city sets and locations (the brownstone house, stoop and street corner) 
have connotations of a ‘ghetto’ and the costumes (baggy tracksuits, baseball caps, dark 
glasses) connote a dangerous urban environment. These elements of the mise-en-scène 
could also demonstrate intertextual links to films of the 1990s like New Jack City and Boyz ‘N 
The Hood.

 ∘ In the HIV/AIDS narrative, the iconography of the romance genre is used: attractive semi-
naked actors, silk stockings, tangled sheets and large mirrors; yet these swiftly become 
threatening and horrific to show the symptoms of the disease (the over-exposed image of 
the man’s face and glowing eyes resemble the transformation scene from a horror movie).

• Symbolism is used to communicate meanings through connotation. Drugs aren’t explicitly 
shown, and neither is any clear HIV diagnosis – instead, drugs are symbolised by a brown paper 
bag, and AIDS by skin deterioration and a montage of photos of the female’s previous boyfriends.
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• Special effects (SFX) are also used to balance the gritty realism of the narratives with something 
almost magical. The opening shot appears if we are falling from space (possibly connoting an 
angel), and TLC members appear first as beings made from water. This links explicitly to the title 
and metaphors of the song (whose meaning has been a topic of debate). The mother appears 
as a ‘ghost’ trying to prevent her son from approaching the gang; and the son later appears as 
a ‘real’ ghost that the mother can’t see. The SFX in the HIV narrative make the disease seem 
more like a magical curse than a sexually transmitted illness. This alters the tone of the song, 
and makes it more expressionistic than naturalistic. Expressionism is an artistic movement 
where inner emotions (as opposed to external realities) are explored, often in an abstract way.

Media contexts - Cultural 
• Many R&B videos focus on romantic narratives and, often, hip-hop videos feature groups of 

men celebrating their wealth often achieved through crime. ‘Waterfalls’ references these genre 
conventions by showing the temptations of both sex and crime. Its overall message is less 
glamorised and more cautionary than many videos in this genre.

• In the 1990s, there was a lot of public concern and media coverage of the song’s two issues - 
the spread of HIV/AIDS (at that point a deadly condition) and the escalation of street violence 
related to drug gangs. ‘Waterfalls’ attempts to explore these through two tragic but sympathetic 
narratives: a young black man trying to make easy money despite the worries of his mother; 
and a couple whose lack of safe sex leads to their deaths.

• TLC were the second-biggest girl band of the 1990s after the Spice Girls, who had a similar 
message of female solidarity and empowerment. The song could fall into the sub-genre of 
‘socially aware’ hip-hop that explores real-life issues but in a sympathetic way, rather than 
glamorising damaging lifestyles. Many ‘gangsta’ rappers (such as Ice T, NWA and Notorious BIG) 
also produced songs about the difficulties of poverty, crime and peer pressure, but ‘Waterfalls’ 
feels more emotional and nuanced than these ‘ghetto fables’. The video sends its messages 
using the style of expressionism rather than social realism.

Part 2:  Starting points - Representation 
• Age is represented quite stereotypically in the video. The young man is portrayed as well-

meaning but impulsive, ignoring the fears of his mother, who is represented as wiser, concerned 
and loving. The young adult couple in the other narrative are shown as wealthy (through the 
use of media language in the mise-en-scène of the bedroom) and sexually active, but ultimately 
irresponsible.

• TLC themselves are represented as being almost supernatural beings. They manifest from 
the water-based geographical features in the chorus of the song (lakes, oceans, and an actual 
waterfall). Once in ‘human’ form, their costume and make-up create a complex representation 
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of gender: parts of their image are traditionally feminine (make-up accentuating eyes and 
lips, colourful costumes and skimpy tops baring their slim midriffs). However, some elements 
are more masculine: such as the loose-fitting trousers that are similar to combat pants and 
hide their legs (women’s legs are something on which many hip-hop/R’n’B videos obsessively 
focus).

• Social issues are represented sympathetically, linking to the band’s comment that they wanted 
to send a message “without preaching”. The young black man is not a typical gangster, but 
rather represented as someone trying to make easy money to help his family (he gives a ‘call 
me’ hand gesture to show he still cares about his mother). He becomes a victim of the violent 
black male gang members (who do reinforce ethnic and gender stereotypes through the use of 
props, dress and gesture codes).  The sexuality of the couple is first represented as glamourous 
and intimate, and the multiple close-ups of the man as he begins to become ill encourage our 
empathy rather than condemnation.  


