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All I need is a sheet of paper and something to write with, and then I can turn the world upside down.


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE


Life is a blank canvas, and you need to throw all the paint on it you can.


DANNY KAYE
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SEEING AND BELIEVING


Look into his eyes.

The eyes that are different. One seems mortal, the other not so much. Put them together and what do you get? Beauty and the beast. Past and future. Happy and sad. Chance and mystery. Human and machine. Sage and sceptic. Positive and negative. Back and forth. Questions and answers. Popular culture and serious art. Demon and angel.

The eyes he used to put you in a spin. The eyes that give away everything and give away nothing. The arch of his eyebrows. The quizzical look. The sheer amusement. A trace of impatience. Some surprise, some distant fear, a constant gazing scrutiny. A sense of wonder.

One eye sees, the other eye feels. The eyes without speaking confess the secrets of the heart.

The eyes of David Bowie, flashing his soul and something other, seeing so many things the rest of us miss. The eyes that say the past, present and future is all the same. The David Bowie who is in his songs, as himself, as versions of himself, the public and private always colliding and commingling as he hides himself and reveals himself, perpetually constructing himself, always becoming.

The David Bowie who always looked so good in photographs because he knew what he looked like from every angle.

The David Bowie who knew what had made great art and great music from the beginning of time: the mystery of being.

The David Bowie who proclaimed we live in the mind, in ideas, in fragments. Who left traces of his self and his thinking in other ways and other forms, as though preparing for a world where he could be found outside the songs.

The eyes of David Bowie were on the future, especially a media future. Always fastidious about his image, ideas, appearance, about the processes involved in becoming David Bowie, he patiently gathered a collection of physical, professional and personal paraphernalia as he created himself and transformed his preoccupations and inherited mannerisms into a personal style. An accumulation of personal and commercial material that would eventually become a comprehensive, world-travelling exhibition, David Bowie Is, and a vast, permanent collection of everything Bowie in the David Bowie Centre at the V&A East in Stratford, London, to some extent the final resting place of the restless, roaming David Bowie. He’d leave behind clues, hints and abandoned projects that would only be discovered after he’d died.

There was another place he ended up, always on the move in his mind and the minds of others. He also created a less formal and controllable but equally valuable collection when, for nearly half a century, he talked on radio and television about himself, his desire to make connections in a lonely world, and his relationship to music as an art and to other musical artists.

This was at a time when it didn’t seem possible that those often unheralded, here-today-gone-tomorrow, pre-digital appearances, and ultimately performances, would one day be readily available to hear and watch on TV and film screens, but also computer, phone screens and other machines.

Bowie was mostly living through a period when time passed and disappeared behind you, and there seemed more future ahead of you to be filled in than history banking up behind you and blocking the light. The idea seemed fantasy-remote of an instantly connected worldwide library of entertainment, a widely accessible, cheap archive of events, appearances, insights and moments, and sometimes revelations.

Even when he wasn’t in the mood, or wasn’t, for various reasons, in the best physical and mental shape to be seen in any kind of public setting, he would keep up what became through resources such as YouTube a significant way of watching the life of an artist as he designed his life as an artist. Bowie gifted us a series of calm, nervy, sensational, polite, unadorned, watchful, arrogant, excitable, stoned, friendly, touchy, wise, distracted, edgy, jaunty, quick, powerful Bowies as a form of autobiography, left behind as fragments to be hunted down and put together in whatever order you fancy. It was another of the ways he fucked with the fabric of time.

He was constantly captured, officially and unofficially, where he could be seen and heard talking about himself and promoting himself, so that future audiences could keep track of his movements and ideas all through his performing life. You can see his work and you can also see him at work.

Any comprehensive ‘playlist’ of David Bowie doesn’t simply include the songs and the albums. There are his appearances and collaborations – and the incidental contributions of collaborators and observers – on talk shows, radio shows, award shows; in press conferences, interviews, confessions, films, pop videos, photographs and documentaries. There are performances on TV shows with a variety of his bands and supporting casts that, as time goes by, become as significant as the more formally arranged singles and albums.

This collection is now out there, electronically anywhere and everywhere, a multitude of Bowies generated by and for Bowie in a time and space he learnt to manipulate as he was going along for a canvas that didn’t yet exist.

He produced – or invented – an insight into his life, beliefs and obsessions, which covered the breadth of his interests and the extent of his emotional craving, his hunger for experience of every kind, as if he knew this media landscape would eventually happen, or perhaps just in case it did. With the mind of a journalist as well as a writer, singer and artist, he had an instinct these appearances were not going to be temporary. In the future, when record albums, pop singles and twentieth-century pop culture were things of the past, he could be known as much by this accidental series as by his music, by this abstract reportage of him growing, learning, changing, questioning, retreating, recovering, explaining, starring.

Somewhere between knowing and not so knowing, and with the assistance of anonymous, obsessive aides, he planted a selective, splintered fusion of biography and autobiography into YouTube. Thousands of fragments and found moments travelling through time, existing from his teenage years to his final days, as he ages backwards and forwards, young and old at the same time. It’s a way of following some of the extraordinary encounters and transformations he had during his life.

He rarely seemed to be in any kind of hurry, even as things happened so fast, covering so much ground, as his life of self-fashioning and self-reflexivity continued. He was assembling ghosts of himself that would be around far longer than he would.

These fragments and moments can be combined in numerous ways to tell the story of who he was and what he was up to as artist and performer, as a unique chronicler of the chaotic times he inhabited that previewed and anticipated even more chaotic times, a world at risk both from the world outside and from within ourselves. He grew increasingly convinced there would be ways his voice could still be heard and his image seen even after his life was over, and not only through the songs. How we would experience and manipulate reality through access to new technology would inevitably change by the twenty-first century, disrupt and reshape our perception of the world – there were previews and guesses of what that world might be in many of his songs – but the words and music, his stories and singing of Bowie, his wonder at the world and the life he found himself living, would exist in some form.








GENTLENESS AND CLARITY



Look into his eyes and listen to him speak. He knew how to use his voice in all sorts of beguiling ways. A soft, seductive and confident voice that pulls you closer and closer, as if he’s only speaking to you. He’s not forcing anything; he knows his own mind. At the same time, he knows you can never fully know your own mind: consciousness is mindreading turned inwards.


Watch him walk into a room with a kind of chivalrous grace – or, at least, watch him walk into a television studio or onto a stage straight-backed, eyes straight ahead – and appreciate how there was something dangerous about his allure.


Hello, David Bowie. Which is where we begin. Click. The recording starts. The camera shoots. He’s all dressed up and ready to go. He always is, as far as we can tell, even for a radio interview. If he isn’t, there’s usually a reason – he’s making some kind of statement for some to decode at some later stage.


The ever-present cigarette is lit. The handsome, bewitching smile appears. The teeth, postwar before, the derelict, bad teeth of Orwell’s England, the mature, post-fame after. Before: crooked and crowded, eventually smoke stained – but maybe sexier than after, when the gaps were sorted, the discolouration removed and the angles corrected. When it’s time to grow up, some time in his forties, the fangs that once gave him a delightful, wicked edge sadly disappear.


The question is asked and he has the answer. He says what he means. He has this tendency to go the long way round but he gets there. Eventually.


He’s talking about something mundane like his tour schedule and when his next record is out as though he alone knows the unbearable truth about existence.


He’s explaining about the tangible drone of sorrow that constantly passes through his music, however packed it is with excitement.


He’s giving the answer along the lines of how negative emotions like loneliness, envy and guilt have important roles to play in living a creative life, or just in living at all, bravely facing the unknown. They’re signals that something needs to change. They help create the high jinks, but the high jinks are nothing without the mystical insinuation.










BE ALL AND END ALL



It didn’t take long after David Bowie died for people to start saying, sadly, that everything fell apart after he died on a stunning blue Monday in early January 2016. His soul-shaking, time-stopping departure wreaked havoc on the Earth, as if he alone had been placating the malevolent forces that challenge the equilibrium.


It was a shock beyond it being a shock that a legendary, beloved pop star, someone a generation or two had grown up with, had died too early, even if by only a few years. Something did seem to go missing, as if there was now menace hanging in the sterile air, a threat to mind and limb, to dreams and hope, to what once was that he’d often written about.


The man who sang of changes – in life, in circumstances, in appearance – as a special and necessary form of creative energy, as nature’s delight – had now made the biggest change of all. His fans were not ready for this ultimate change, this spectacular exit, but also the universe itself didn’t seem ready. When David Bowie died, the universe itself groaned. It too needed time to mourn. It slumped, lost in thought.


While it did, the world as we thought we knew it fell off its hinges. It revealed a grim new dystopian face, rotten and corrupt to the core leading to increasing disorientating chaos and a succession of catastrophes: fierce, unsolvable wars, pandemics, lockdowns, disasters and deprivations, political earthquakes, gang violence. Strongmen posed as saviours as though brute force was enough to see us through the world’s dangers, psychopaths with reality TV backgrounds accidentally, or not, given real power, wondering if it was time to nuke a city. Storms, floods and forest fires, random shootings, rattling election results allowed incongruous-seeming, mind-narrowing movements to take over reality as though protecting us from ‘enemies within’ only they could see. It was becoming a world of nearly constant surveillance. Humanity’s traditional sources of meaning – work, community, family and identity – were severely compromised. It was a sequence of events and daily frivolities that seemed to wipe away idealism and shut down open minds and limit possibilities. We entered a new era of rearmament. America abandoned its 80-year-long role as leader of the West. In Britain, and elsewhere, relative decline headed for terminal decline.


By the second decade of the twenty-first century, let’s say after January 2016, the widespread belief following the Second World War – especially in Britain, Europe and America – that explosive but manageable seeming technological advances were about to cause a tremendous leap in progress for humanity switched to a different kind of widespread belief, pulsating out from America and the countries that had relied on it since the war for leadership and balance. The world was coming to an end – through overpopulation, pollution, the unreason of the natural world, plague, nuclear holocaust, social media-induced societal madness, the emergence of artificial intelligence, the cooling or overheating of the planet, the collapse of the British Empire followed by the disintegration of the American empire, the collapse of any distinction between the real and the super-real, between fact and fiction, truth and lie.


Sentences that once seem consigned to the past or film or TV fizzed and slashed through our lives from the media, which were always catching up with abrupt changes in circumstances and adopting and often normalising a doomsday mentality.




The West as we knew it is dead


The fall of what we believe is democracy


Tearing apart your ideological enemy, accusing them of doing exactly what you do


Freedom of expression under mortal threat


The rule of law is under attack


An epic demolition of freedom


Warning signs everywhere


A President who believes he is Judge Dredd and thinks he is infallible and can do whatever he wants; he needs loyalty, he expects loyalty – or he’s comedian John Mulaney’s horse loose in a hospital who’s just fired the horse catcher because it turns out he can


He’s hitting the reverse gear after years of change


Intellectual vandalism as a deliberate ideological purge


Nothing is true everything is permitted like nothing you have ever seen before


People being snatched from the streets for writing editorials in student newspapers or protesting about job losses


America’s dictator-in-chief, the insurrectionist-in-chief


Flooding the zone with shit


Following the classic authoritarian playbook


The ball of string is unravelling


We’re at the point when the truth stops mattering


What’s the plan and how worried should we be?













FANTASY AND REALITY



Ideas were replaced by slogans. Nuanced thinking was replaced by flat, abbreviated and often illogical content. Twitter and then X and Truth, crudely simplifying the English language, were increasingly the home of hourly hate campaigns generating a directionless, or strategically targeted, wind-up mess of anger, abuse and conflict, of false claims and conspiracy theories. Much of this happened automatically through bots set up using generative artificial intelligence to amplify and redirect hate speech. You were being told who to be and what to think and where to look.


A bombardment of online ugliness, misogyny and disinformation started to leak into what was once more clearly the real world, but which increasingly seemed like the secondary world, or the debased, neglected underworld. Tech engineers were now the disrupters of reality and assumed civil order, adopting revolutionary techniques of dissent and disguise to smooth the way towards organising a slippery, reined in ‘reality’, where there was no place for independent thinking and dishonest conjecture reigned.


TikTok enabled influencers to become media superstars through the constant repetition of glib ideas and basic, self-advertising silliness. The progressive intellectual life of moral critiques and ethical idealism that Bowie savoured, a romantic view of the world, turned to ash.


The kind of thoughtful, articulate and radical celebrity like Bowie started to seem as out of place as a silent movie star, as though ideas and complicated thinking were now as quaint as Chaplin and Keaton.


The sweet utopian dream of the internet as the planet’s loving, nurturing brain was replaced with real signs of it being at the centre of a book-burning, mind-shrinking, technologically controlled, dystopian nightmare. It took a turn from appealing to those who thought it could enhance a spirit of communal discovery and progress to becoming the perfect machine to celebrate, marshal and unleash the deviant strains of our personalities. Our imaginations, experiences and sensations were simply fuel to keep it operating and tighten its grip on our hearts and minds. It was built to replicate pleasure and to warp our psychologies, to keep us all in line.


There was too much reality, too much fantasy, one becoming the other in a weird, disorientating new mutation. There were too many influencers, commentators, disruptors, podcasters and advisors, with too many opinions and recommendations, spouting too many contradictions, and fewer ways to make sense of it all as everything crashed around us.


Information, gossip and conspiracies slithered into our minds through screens and channels that seemed under our control, but which were diverting us into our own lonely, individual alcoves. Inside our specially designed spaces, shrines built from computers and electronics, tailored to satisfy and confirm our own carefully calculated interests and desires, it would become increasingly difficult to know who to trust, who was telling you the truth, what was happening in what was left of the real world. It was as though we were being forced to endure constant consciousness, or constant self-consciousness, and yet losing track of our own identity.


At times, it seemed the only response was to shut ourselves down and start again. It might be too late, but perhaps the best way to fight this pressure and peril is with the imagination, if we can just hold onto it.


Hadn’t David Bowie been telling us about this impending doom as he sent his characters – the damaged loners, lost selves, deviant freaks, super creeps, time-travelling explorers, disturbed individuals, stricken lovers, ecstatic show-offs – and, of course, himself on a quest to find meaning in a world of pain, violence and ultimately very human motivations?










SURVIVAL AND EXISTENCE



As soon as news of his death spread, there was a sudden and substantial change in the collective lives of Bowie fans. Time passed more strangely, which seemed to foreshadow the impact of the 2020/21 pandemic. (Bowie, ahead of things as usual, had been writing since the late 1960s about the finite nature of this life, about a heightened sense of urgency, about time playing tricks.) The years of isolation and uncertainty led to the mourning of the world we once knew and a period of anxiety as we waited for a new world to kick in – a fear of and anxiety at the free-for-all that followed the pandemic.


Maybe it wasn’t merely fans and all forms of media going over the top in the years that followed Bowie’s death, where everything went wrong and the world turned increasingly unsettled and frightening. Perhaps he really was the glue, the cosmic force, that held everything and everyone together. Since his death, what once seemed coherent about a maintenance of truth and reality, about the weather, about the democratic process, had become distorted, interfered with, fundamentally transformed.


Alternatively, perhaps, he was no such metaphysical adhesive, but he had become a consistently present and visible living symbol of the progressive minded, democratic, reality-supplying stability that seemed to stumble and crumble after January 2016. The stability that had been taken for a permanent state of affairs by those thoroughly locked inside it, a stability apparently confirmed by the fall of the Berlin Wall – with Bowie himself given some of the credit as a megaphone for new found freedom and togetherness.


It was as if someone in control of the simulation we were all inside lost concentration or fancied a different, more dissonant direction. The world didn’t take a turn for the worst because he died, but he represented a time when his kind of thinking and curiosity, his kind of art and music, seemed at the centre, holding reality together. For those born at a certain time, this was how things should be, and it would take unimaginable insanity to challenge its apparent certainties and destiny. It was how things should be for those living in certain parts of the world, as the world recovered and repaired itself from a devastating and exhausting world war, its suddenly liberated youth looking for freedoms and methods of resisting the threats and shadows of the Atomic Age.


There was nothing new in a world dealing with darkness and violence, repression and commercialised, even glamorised, authoritarian control, destitution and decay, but the years following Bowie’s death seemed different – the darkness darker than before, the chaos more virulent, the emotional and ideological violence more wilful. Our awareness of it happening was more acute, because the entertainment landscape now included never-ending sensationalist news of a world turning as deranged and self-destructive, as fractured and unreal, as any science fiction prophet had forecast.


Of course, the idea that a world of empathy, ethics and moral certainty had collapsed because of the death of Bowie, one damned thing leading to another, was the unquiet hyperbole of his fans, of those who viewed the consolations and distractions of popular culture as central to their lives.


It had become central to their lives because of the actions and discoveries of personalities and performers like David Bowie, channelling the visions, themes and militancy of the counterculture and the experimental fearlessness of the avant-garde into the mainstream where it could take charge of truth and reality, taking it out of the hands of the mean spirited, self-serving and destructive.










PERSONAL AND IMPERSONAL



Look where he is now. He’s being interviewed by the equally sensitive and thoughtful Japanese musician Ryuichi Sakamoto in 1979, who he later acted with in Merry Christmas, Mr. Lawrence, one of his more compelling movies, one which seemed part of his unfolding world rather than existing somewhere else, outside him.


Bowie had just completed the series of albums on which he had collaborated with the experimental pop art musician Brian Eno, who he described as a small mobile high intelligent unit. Someone who didn’t call himself a musician even as he worked in music, but who was interested in concepts and methodologies, which excited Bowie, always part musician part conceptual artist, part unorthodox singer who sometimes couldn’t help but croon his heart out, part enthusiastic painter who sometime regretted he couldn’t make a living from fine art. His collaboration with Eno reflected how he had tended to make albums that were about things other than just the music.


They both essentially made music as artists, following and defying art history as much as absorbing and manipulating music history, as did Sakamoto. All of them were attracted to what the classically trained Sakamoto would express to Bowie as the modernity and futurism – and inchoate dynamism – embedded in rock.


They talked about their shared interest in the early 1970s radical German music that blended rock energy, jazz improvisation and electronically generated avant-garde classical sound – bands like Can, Faust, Neu!, Cluster, La Düsseldorf. Eventually, its presence was felt in the cultural mainstream, in all forms of popular music, through Kraftwerk, a kind of intellectual classical quartet inspired by pop music form and pop culture content exploring how technology is evidence of a collective dream, who ultimately helped reverse the post-war image of Germany itself. Sakamoto, also coming from a background of classical musical theory, was part of Yellow Magic Orchestra, a Japanese pop group inspired by the electronics of Kraftwerk whose take on popular culture was more buoyant and joyous than Kraftwerk’s, a knowing satire on the superficial Western view of Japanese orientalism. YMO were deliberately upbeat and excitable where Kraftwerk were deliberately brutalist and placid.


YMO would help adjust the post-war image of Japan. Michael Jackson, who was once thinking of asking Kraftwerk to produce him, toyed with including Yellow Magic Orchestra’s instrumental ‘Behind the Mask’ on his world conquering Thriller album after his producer Quincy Jones played it to him. Jackson added words but a royalty dispute meant it never made the album, and it eventually appeared on the first posthumous Jackson album, Michael.


As they talk, Bowie takes the lead, as though Sakamoto is his student, a junior member of the pop and rock scheme of things, YMO coming after Low and Heroes. He loved showing off his knowledge. Bowie takes his ‘lecture’ about how the more experimental rock music had taken direction from serious avant-garde music into a short, sweet history of twentieth-century classical music. He moves from the early atonal furies of Arnold Schoenberg to his disobedient mid-century pupil John Cage, who broke away from what Cage thought still sounded nineteenth-century about Schoenberg.


Cage found abstract methods to make music without using conventional musical instruments – or if he did use them, he manipulated them in various ways, and sometimes made unusual use of them. He applied to composing music various theories, concepts and systems borrowed from science, religion, Eastern music and conceptual art, and his spiritual rearrangement of musical possibilities influenced a diverse group of musicians forming a new instrumental genre, given the label minimalist: the label’s fab four were La Monte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich and Philip Glass. On the surface of their music there was incredible repetition, but beneath the surface, there was constant variation.


In the early 1970s, Eno had used some of these techniques of manipulation, adding warped sonics to the surreal, transmogrified pop songs of Roxy Music, and made his own forms of instrumental electronic minimalism presented as though he were a pop musician. His instruments were the synthesiser, which he didn’t play with his hands but with his mind, and the studio, which theoretically could take sound as far you wanted it to go, and help you put sounds together as if you were combining objects as well as feelings.


He helped Bowie understand how you could apply minimalist techniques, and the playful compositional processes of John Cage, to pop music. He made the making of music a playground where you could find happiness through discovery. It was a way of being rock and pop but always finding new music, which by then was Bowie’s favourite thing – being pop but being anomalous, recreating how alien and energising the pop music of American rock and rollers and then the Beatles, the Who and the Kinks actually was when it first appeared.


There’s always new music out there, he says, optimistically, at just the moment he was at his most inventive at being a pop musician by making what he did new, by cracking open new worlds, and, in particular, by finding and adding the intangible – some elements that weren’t necessarily an obvious part of a pop song.


For Bowie, the most exciting thing about what he would always call, even when it was long out of date to do so, rock’n’roll, or sometimes, in a more polite, almost square-sounding way, ‘the rock genre’, was that it allowed you more than anything else to be eclectic. It permitted you to borrow from everywhere. Or, at least, it gave permission to those who allowed themselves to be permitted.


Originality was undetected plagiarism. Eno was very good and cunning at this – not thinking too much about what he was doing because that interfered with his plagiarism, and his methods of taking existing ideas and improving them. He’d think about it before and perhaps a little after – not too much because there was nothing you could do then – but not really when he was in the middle of doing something.


His intention always seemed to be to bring you closer to the creative process, something secret and private that is in the end for everyone.


One artist or another – Paul Gauguin, or TS Eliot, or Frank Zappa – once said that art was either plagiarism or revolutionary. Eno thought not. It was both.


Bowie, always craving surprise and magical variety, was a similar thinker, which is why they worked well together, if only for periods at a time. Plagiarism, in the sense of taking something else, erasing it and replacing it with your own unique version, was an important component in progress. It took a while for him to get the hang of it because he needed other models to copy – in his early days, it just looked like stealing, like barefaced imitation, but he learnt to disguise his sources or ecstatically celebrate them, and his plagiarism became elegant and erudite. It wasn’t where you took things from. It was where you took them.


It began to feel as though he wasn’t slipping on someone else’s skin, he was slipping on his own. He wasn’t dreaming in others’ sleep, he was dreaming in his own.


Sakamoto was also partial to combining rock and pop structures and energies with the artful, experimental repetitions and insistency of the minimalists, but he listens patiently as Bowie explains to him that what he loved about the minimalists was their subtlety. You had to take your time listening to the changes in the music.


Sakamoto tells Bowie that he didn’t really respond to Bowie’s music before the Low album because it didn’t sound interesting to him, but that it now had a kind of depth he understood. It’s a very peaceful album, says Bowie. Sakamoto disagrees – spiritually, it was anything but peaceful. It was almost maniacal. It was tumultuous. Up to then, the conversation had been mediated by a translator but here, Bowie says in his rudimentary Japanese that he understands what Sakamoto means and he gives him a playful wink. Language, he would say, is the most ambiguous form of communication. The meanings of his lyrics do not lie on the surface but are embedded within. You have to look beneath to uncover hidden messages.


Bowie was having this captivating, serious conversation about music with another complicated, ambitious musician, shy but very sure of himself. Both are intensely interested in each other’s techniques, methods and motivations in ways you often don’t hear about outside of one artist talking to another.










RULES AND ETHICS



In 2002, Bowie was interviewed by the influential Danish film maker Thomas Vinterberg – or Bowie interviewed him. Both were equally charmed by the other, used to charming people into liking them, steering them away from the darker, more absurdist or sombre parts of their work and interests. Both put a disarming smile on things, having developed their own ways of not looking too deeply into the abyss and the irresistible, dangerous pull there is at the bottom, which can easily attract the curious, those who tend to be seduced by the unknown.


As Vinterberg arrives on the set, the cameras and crew in view, an ostentatiously formal Bowie is cheerfully humming to himself, legs crossed at the knee, pouring a drink, in his own world, acting as though he’s surprised when Vinterberg interrupts him, that he is in fact in a professional setting. It’s all an act but effortlessly created.


Vinterberg was part of a collection of young Danish directors who founded the Dogme 95 avant-garde film group and he had written its manifesto with fellow conspirator Lars von Trier, which included the severe, uncompromising anti-commercial, rules-based ‘Vows of Chastity’. Vinterberg claimed they came up with their list of rules in half an hour, which included shooting only using a handheld camera and that the director’s name must not be credited. They were committed to remodelling what cinema could be after more or less a hundred years of film making, replacing the special effects and digital coldness with emphasis on storytelling and performance.


Some suggested the ‘sweet’ and ‘innocent’ Vinterberg with his boyish glamour was being manipulated by the more abrasive and devil-may-care von Trier. The first Dogme films, of the 31 Dogme productions amongst the purest reflection of the vows’ spirit, were Vinterberg’s searing tragedy Festen and cheerful enfant terrible von Trier bad-taste black comedy The Idiots.


The conversation followed its own rules. Bowie and Vinterberg had 25 minutes to talk. They had never met before. Bowie had just released Heathen, his twenty-third studio album, with one of those cover photographs that seems to set him in some film that was never made, where he might place various film genres and film stars in a time and space of his own choosing. (The cover for The Next Day, his black and white Heroes front cover image brutally wiped out with a white rectangle, was perhaps his closest to being Dogme 95. Heathen was future noir.)


Vinterberg was about to madly stray from the austere Dogme commandments with the big budget It’s All About Love, an intensely personal fable set in the near future starring Sean Penn, Joaquin Phoenix and Claire Danes, which would seem to some as though he’d quickly crashed and burned, fame and notoriety coming too early, stuck with a label that was never meant to be a restriction but a liberation. It was about renewal, not about boxing himself in. Oddly enough, success can be bad for the self-esteem.


Bowie knew all about that. He had been through his own battles between following your artistic instincts and having to negotiate the bossy, turbulent demands of commerciality. He’s sympathetic to Dogme’s renegade, non-conformist ambitions, recognises a fellow ironist and over-sensitive, paranoid outsider looking in when he sees one. He’s not sure, though, if Dogme 95 was a serious, idealistic, inevitably doomed attempt to radically strip back glossy, expensive modern cinema and recover its emotional roots, or simply a failed publicity stunt that quickly became exactly the kind of fashionable novelty they were trying to resist.


The conversation could be part of some film where the 55-year-old elder statesman, who’s made a few musical masterpieces in his time and changed lives, and the respectful 32-year-old emotional radical determined to make a few film masterpieces try to see if a connection can be made.


Or maybe Bowie’s interviewing a potential ghostwriter for his autobiography – quite an interesting choice – while not really convinced he needs a helper. He can do it himself. He doesn’t need the fan, however smart and creative he’s become – the fan who tells him he used to have him hanging on his bedroom wall when he was a teenager. A picture, not the real thing.


Bowie says he thought it must have been one of his drunken weekends when he was quite likely to have ended up hanging over someone’s bed.


The songs you’ve written, says Vinterberg, so many since you were hanging on my bedroom wall, and so many more to come. They just seem to float out of you. Where do they come from, all these impressions, all these ideas and feelings?


Bowie admits that melodies and song structures do seem to just come from within. He can be with a piano or a guitar or some instrument and within half an hour, find that he’s writing something new, whether he wanted to or not. It’s inside him. It just seems to be there. The irony is it took him a long time to learn how to be a songwriter.


He had a voice. He could sing a bit, sometimes, it seemed, a little too powerfully, able to unleash a panoramic baritone that didn’t suit small venues and obscurity. But none of the tools and techniques of being a songwriter came naturally. He worked really hard for ten years and made some ghastly mistakes – he gives a near evil little smile – which, alas, are still there, available – the smile becomes a cackle – because he had the stupidity to record them.


He wondered how others managed. It used to frustrate him. Maybe from here the drive came. He went through agony trying to come up with songs. Now, it’s the reverse.


The lyrics come because he has a need to solve problems and worries within himself. If he wasn’t such a prisoner of his anxieties, he would probably just write instrumentals. Writing lyrics gives him another way of accessing those things that bother him. And each time he writes some lyrics about the same thing, it helps if the view changes – a different window in the same house, preferably a different town, a different atmosphere, that pulls something out of him he never knew was there.


He talks about how in the seventies, starting when he was about 23, when he’d cracked the problem of how to write songs, he couldn’t stop. He made so many records, for himself, with other artists, he couldn’t stop himself. He didn’t want to stop. If he stopped maybe he’d forget what he’d learnt.


There’s something about youth you can’t buy or replace. He had an uneasy sense that none of it was going to happen and he had to do it all now. Later on, when there is more time, or you make more time, you realise there’s no rush but when you’re young, you think that what you are saying is the most important thing in the world. You have to say it as quickly as you can and in as many different ways as you can dream up.


Even when he slammed into a period of chronic self-abuse, he still managed to keep the pace up. His reality was difficult to deal with, the sheer thrill of doing what he was doing had crashed into a maelstrom of pressure and panic, but the work became an alternative reality he could slip into. The work, the songs somehow continued at the same pace; an artistic focus took over and it gave him a purpose he lacked elsewhere. Even when everything had gone to hell, he was still connected to some kind of spiritual search. From the very beginning, almost as soon as he started having thoughts as a six-year-old about who and what he was, he felt some need to define his relationship with the universe, sensed something in the area of what could be called God. He was always trying to express a spiritual reality and sometimes that helped save him when he was losing his mind.


He never felt the need to define God – and in the end, he felt never feeling the need to define God was the definition. He didn’t want to give anything a voice, a shape, a story, and that was the best place to work out what place we have in God’s life and what place he has in ours.


Bowie doesn’t seem like he’s about to ride into the sunset to reminisce about battles fought, depressions outwitted and music made. Vinterberg is in the presence of someone content to know he has lived long enough to learn some of life’s lessons and is ready to apply the knowledge.


The inquisitive Bowie is in action very quickly. Within minutes, Bowie relaxes into this being a moderately serious interchange of ideas and is asking Vinterberg about the structure that Dogme went out of their way to apply to making films, which to some extent looked counterintuitive, as though it was reducing their freedom, not liberating them. Why do we have structures as artists, he wonders. Is it to fill in for something we think is lacking in the reality we experience, a way of symbolising how there need to be rules? We create synthetic structure to make sense of the chaos of everything. Or do rules and models destroy art?


To take away options, perhaps, says Vinterberg, because there are now too many choices you can make.


Bowie agrees and nimbly brings the conversation back to the record he is promoting at the time, Heathen. Working on it with his long time producer Tony Visconti, he realised that what made life more bearable for the music they were making was to take away options. He’s seen so many people make enormous mistakes, himself included, when they are given enormous budgets and had ‘everything at their command’.


Established or establishment? Bowie asks about Dogme, now it is five years old. Establishment, admits Vinterberg. Dogme 95 had become a brand in Denmark, standing for something that is naked, not decorated. It had been appropriated to mean anything that apparently had integrity. There is even Dogme 95 furniture. The rebellion only lasts so long and then there has to be a new rebellion, which will last even less time, and so on. Anyway, a good manifesto, a good set of rules, is there to be broken immediately. Dogme’s were just a different set of rules, to show there could be different rules to the rules that we thought were ruining cinema. We made them up, he says, to show we were playing by different rules, and then we could bend them and then contradict them. First you observe the rules and then you violate them.


Bowie smiles knowingly. Eno liked to make up rules and follow them maybe once, and then try some new ones, even if the old ones tended to stick a little. Or the same rule can mean different things in different circumstances.


Vinterberg asks him a question about the way he keeps changing what he does so that he doesn’t repeat himself. By 2002, Bowie has been making music for over 35 years, and the changes are more superficial than he would have thought ten or twenty years before.


He simply always tries to find a newer way of approaching the same questions. The subject matter has never really changed. There are common themes that run through everything he has done. It’s all rooted in isolation and then it moves out from there. ‘Quite drearily,’ he grins, in case he’s straying into areas that might seem too personal or could begin to give the game away. He doesn’t yet want to reveal that he’s already on a line that would take him towards the next few albums, and ultimately to his final album. It’s as though, from this point on, he approached each of his albums as though they might be the final one.


The changes are more to do with how he creeps up on those same themes from different places, how he can re-pose those questions because, he now realises, sadly and hopefully, ‘I’ll be writing about the same thing until my dying days,’ forever chasing the one good idea he’d had.


The subject matter will always be fairly dark, and it will be about spiritual abandonment, loneliness, ageing, loss, grief, fears ‘and all those things’, he sighs. The uncertainty at the core of the human experience.


Vinterberg gently nods, as if to say, of course.


The form around it changes, so the changes are only partial. The changes represent getting into the same areas with a new approach, to find different answers. His favourite musicians, writers, painters do the same thing – they develop and make changes but they return to the same concerns and interests. As you get old, it becomes clearer what you are writing or singing about or painting. When you’re younger, you don’t fully understand what you are working on. Towards the end, you do get a picture of what it is you have been doing and that’s the time to go, oh my god! What a mess. Or, yes, that was worth doing. ‘I’m not at that point yet, so don’t ask me.’


The conversation becomes one about the desire to learn, to know where you are, why you’re there, what’s happening around you. The need to find other artists and thinkers who can help you know more and feel more.


Bowie complains that knowledge and curiosity is seen by more and more in America, where he lives, where his immediate experience now is, as something elitist and negative. Learning is seen as nothing to aspire to and the message from the mainstream media, unlike in the sixties, is increasingly that it is cool to be dumb.


The dumbing down seems to come from the sheer amount of information that there is now, as if it is just too much to bear, when the idea of some kind of expert, some kind of guide to helping you work out how to assess and select the right information is becoming suspect. Experts seem like self-satisfied show-offs. They seem like know-it-all snobs, looking down on the rest of humanity from some self-awarded height. The expert is distrusted, or their view is seen as having no more weight than the opinions of those who simply follow their instinct. There’s no difference between the knowledgeable ones and the ignorant ones, and the ignorant ones become more trusted because they don’t make things complicated, and they trust the con men and the conspiracy theorists more, who comfort them with the pretence.


When there’s an overload of information, there is a tendency to want to withdraw from it. Withdraw from the lessons of the past, withdraw from having to work hard to decipher everything and put it into some kind of order. The tendency is to turn away into the wilderness to find truth, which sometimes can be an answer, but not if it also comes with a kind of wilful numbness, a general lack of curiosity.


In a way, Bowie is bringing attention back to Heathen, an album he said was about the unilluminated mind, a sense of what twenty-first century humanity might become, promoting the record in the most oblique way by talking about things that were clearly on his mind at the time.


He wonders if that means he’s becoming the grumpy old guy bemoaning that things ain’t what they used to be, but decides no, because when he was 20, 21, he wanted to know more about more things, about new things, new ways of thinking and being and understanding other people. Being alive meant knowing things, and knowing things led to opportunity and a wider sense of the astonishment of being alive, and to an even greater need to know and understand things. We only know the miracle of life fully when we allow the unexpected to happen.


The dumbness that is being pushed in America is incredibly dangerous, he says. How is it to live there? Well, he doesn’t live in America. He lives in New York. Cheeky smile. It’s another country. It had a kind of cosmopolitanism you don’t find in many other places in America. Even then, it can be very insular. The great danger of America is that it’s essentially America First. In everything it does.


There’s virtually no interest in the ambitions, or the interests, or the needs and sensitivities of any other nation. That’s scary and it’s one of the things that makes us resent America so much. It always feels that everything they do is only about America. And you’re being reminded of it constantly. They need to understand that people in other countries are their neighbours and in the end, just like them, they have the same problems, the same worries, the same questions. Otherwise, you lose contact with reality.


Art and culture actually bring you closer to reality. Art and culture are about sharing things, ideas, opinions, thoughts, which is part of the human condition. He fears the boredom that comes with not learning and not taking chances.


He’s not Americanised, he says. He’s still very much European. He lives there, but he very quietly tries to tell people they’re wrong. You have to be fairly discreet about it. It’s become a war over what the truth is. It won’t end well. Resigned smile.










SHOW AND BUSINESS



Bowie, unlike Sakamoto and Vinterberg – and Eno – is also in showbusiness and knows it, and loves it, and a couple of years later, there he is, jaunty in floppy middle-aged fringe laid-back New York zip-up hoodie and baggy cargo pants, still somehow impeccably dressed, appearing on one-time national treasure Ellen DeGeneres’ happy-go-lucky afternoon chat show. He makes his entrance, goofily dancing to a song he’d written 30 years before, ‘Rebel Rebel’, because to a daytime American audience, who probably know very little about him and are familiar with maybe a handful of his songs, that is what he is. You can’t tell if he’s a boy or a girl, even, really, when you can, just as you actually know what species he is. It’s fun to imagine though.


He’s with Ellen, half all-American, half slightly off-beat comedian, tottering on the edge of the transgressive, so he easily adopts a friendly, stand-up comedian energy. They’re in a contained setting like a play, both playing a role, which involves playing themselves to some extent.


Something real happens, as artificial as the whole set-up is, and sometimes it approaches the sublime; in the years to come, once the context and the triviality of the situation have fallen away, it will seem a strange, wonderful encounter between the smiling man in the hoodie who seems to possess some extraordinary power and the jumpy, excitable woman who’s aware of his power but tries to act like he’s someone who lives next door.


Bowie is mocking up a conversation he’s had with his daughter, doing her voice when she says she’s four and he patiently explains to her that she’s only three and three quarters.


His time as a mime artist is brought up and he says he realised at 17 that he was a man trapped in a mime’s body. You mustn’t mention being a mime in America because in the land of Stephen King, clowns kill people. He explains how he was in a revolutionary mime company – revolutionary because they spoke. That’s not mime, Ellen says. That’s why they were revolutionary, he replies. There’s so much laughter from Ellen’s audience of women, who’ve made the decision – or had it forced upon them – to believe in what they’re experiencing, that you’d swear it was canned.


Ellen grins. And then in the late sixties you studied to be a monk? Yes, he realised when he was 18 that he was a monk trapped in a mime’s body. He’s doing the light, nicely accessible version of his life story, which for this occasion, he had compressed to: he was young, fancy free, and Tibetan Buddhism appealed to him at that time, and he thought, there’s salvation. It didn’t really work and he went through Nietzsche, Satanism, Christianity and pottery, and then he ended up singing. It’s been a long road. He gives the audience the gift of a smile they’ll never forget. They don’t quite know why but it makes life more beautiful.


From his little daughter Lexi to Satanism in a couple of minutes. He’s adorable but don’t forget what lurks deep down – the rebel rebel. He’s in touch with the momentary and the permanent. The momentary is on the surface of things. The permanent is connected to the mysterious and consecutive life that constantly flows beneath the surface of things. There’s goodness in love and flowers, in song and dance, but another force – wild pain, anxiety and decay, anarchy, rejection and heartbreak – accompanies everything.










GLORIOUS AND INSANE



The momentary and permanent, the surface and the depth, the charmer and the prophet of doom; it was all there in his music and there were times when a collision with another artist or entertainer on a television show would produce an intense, isolated version of Bowie in full flight. The sighting would be outside the usual single to single, album to album, character to character, tour to tour, film to film, record sleeve to record sleeve ways that were once how the shape of Bowie was reliably assembled.


Sometimes, on a random promotional appearance, there would be Bowie, a fine mess of chaos and clarity, mutating from one state into another, as if what we were watching was some part of his thought process, some fractured evidence of where he was at the time as an artist, and someone getting used to where he was in whatever his life had become. The appearance would have passed in a flash, become a rumour – what the hell was that about? – and only in a later time, a different world, would it become fixed and a part of the persona he was always in the process of creating, whether with some deliberate intention or accidentally, as he deals with circumstances beyond his control.


It’s now available for everyone to see, where once it was only seen by its immediate audience, which started spreading the word – who thought of that? – and then it was gone, lost in time, for a while.


Look into his eyes. He’s talking about the importance of noticing the world around him, of attending to what he is thinking and feeling at a given time. A great deal of discipline is required to ‘just notice’. He’s communicating his self-awareness and a spellbinding eye for detail, gently moving our focus back and forth between the familiar and the unfamiliar, between nothing in particular and everything that we are.


It was remarkable that someone so mysterious could speak so openly about his doubts and convictions, his wants and needs, his successes and failures, his enthusiasms and artistic game plans. But maybe that was part of the mystery.


He’s also promoting his latest record/film/tour/production because, as well as knowing that the self is beyond knowledge, he’s a hardworking, beguiling professional entertainer introducing and selling himself and making friends wherever he goes.


He had a weird sense of responsibility, always determined to avoid self-congratulation. Everything seemed to fascinate him; he needed to find out everything, even if that meant taking a detour into the obvious. Even the dumbest question was worth considering because he knew it was up to him to make the answer sound like it was a response to a great question. He didn’t want to waste a word, as though he knew that eventually it was as much these words as his songs that would last forever. These awkward, sometimes fluent, always quick encounters, leading to anecdotes, confessions, occasional lofty thoughts, odd indiscretions, where he was doing his duty, or maybe doing some form of psychotherapy.


Hear him asked about what drives him and reply (more or less): One of the forces that has always driven me both as an artist and as a private person has been the search for a reason – a rational, comprehensible reason for my existence. That is an intensely deep type of quest that forcibly leads one into a religious-spiritual examination of oneself.


He has one life which is nowhere to be seen – a deeply private one, maybe glimpsed or guessed at or stitched together in biographies from scattered clues and accumulated second-hand impressions – and one where he is sublime at pretending to be what people want him to be.


He’s selling his wares and selling his ideas. Selling the idea that ideas are the best thing in the world. Everything happens because of an idea. He was hungry for experience, addicted to ideas, to finding things he was interested in and waiting for his next fix in a world forsaken by a non-existent God. He found ways to make a life without purpose become a reason to exist. He was always driving towards the ultimate, knowing it’s unreachable. Sooner or later some purpose would reveal itself, without having to be forced. Meanwhile, he focused on the things he loved.


He’s in control and sometimes out of control of his image and his story, where his ideas take flight. He loves the authority and power he has and treats it with respect. He also doesn’t take it too seriously, but it gives him the freedom to roam the world and organise his mind. He doesn’t want to end up feeling he simply visited the world and kept it all to himself. He doesn’t want to die without any scars. He’s always up to something. Sharing impressions. Moving on.


Look how humble and self-effacing he is, or how effortlessly he can play humble and self-effacing – remember how long he had to rehearse and how many auditions it took before he got the part? Is it for real? It is and it isn’t. Everything to him is and isn’t. Here and not really here.










REAL AND UNREAL



Sometimes he had to behave in public. Sometimes he disappeared from view, where his scandalous misbehaviour, black-outs and strung out, drugged misadventures with what he blamed on occult forces became the stuff of legend.


He’s too famous for his own good, but it’s everything he ever wanted, so he deals with it. He’ll take the space his fame creates for him, even if sometimes it puts him in a corner, forces him to repeat himself, answer the dumb questions or ones that get a little too close to the bone.


Sometimes in his fame, it seems that he’s everywhere and sometimes it allows him to stay in the shadows. He needs time to himself. Some things he doesn’t want to feel he has to explain.


A question is asked. A thought occurs. It always does, as far as he ever lets on. He’s in a playful mood. Exuberant, mischievous and tender, he was always good with the chirpy patter, as though some early tutors were London bus conductors of the 1950s and chattering, bantering barrow boys promising a bargain.


There was a cheeky chappie side to him rooted in music hall variety acts of his 1950s childhood that he never lost, even as he developed a fascination with altering and enhancing reality and exploring areas of concern and curiosity that opened up in the Space Age; even when he was dabbling in any number of occult obsessions and self-imposed intellectual obligations, from Egyptian mysticism to libertine Aleister Crowley’s esoteric pathways to personal freedom and self-discovery.


Even if he took a little too seriously the idea he was on a mission to liberate people, or got caught up at his loneliest and lost in the transatlantic cult of Crowley, the wickedest man alive, he was likely to pull a silly face and prick his own pomposity. Even when he was at rock bottom, he could still force himself to sound as though he was on top of the world. He would look a little dead around the eyes, cheeks sinking into his skull, body withering away from lack of nutrition, mind bending from lack of sleep, but the cheeky boy in Bowie hung on, the disintegrating remains of his wit and wonder the last thing to go.


He liked to spin a yarn. It was one way to get his bearings, part of how he created imaginary worlds where he could live and perform.


A question is asked and the answer can be anything, but it often comes down to another question.


Where are we now?










CURIO AND CURIO



Watch him over decades always being David Bowie. Perfectly being David Bowie, even when he seemed to be losing track of the idea of David Bowie. Sometimes, when he’s lost control, teetering on the edge of disaster, stranded above the abyss, trapped inside a fatalistic drive, just about managing to crawl from the wreckage, he can seem the most David Bowie he’s ever been, physically revealing the otherness within, experiencing a darkness he’ll never forget.


He’ll make some kind of miraculous recovery and recover his lightheaded, deep-thinking version of showbusiness. All the better, he says, for having flown so close to the sun, for having sunk so low. Not that he’d recommend such an adventure to anyone, but in his case, he lived a little shamefully to tell the tale, or what he could remember of it.


Perhaps he was always, whatever state he was in – wretched addict, celebrity bohemian, arch, civic national treasure – pretending to be David Bowie, which turned out to be his life’s work since he decided to use the name, covering up for most people the David Jones he had been born as.


Born and raised in the south of England to a mother, Margaret/Peggy, whose parents were Irish immigrants in Manchester, and a father, Haywood, born in Doncaster, roots either side of the English Pennines. So David was already a provisional shape shifter as soon as he was breathing. His boyhood was spent as a Jones. As a Bowie, he becomes the performer Davy Jones had been dreaming of, able to become whatever he decided, one way or another. A living experiment, a flawed experiment, but always needing to be continued because it was flawed.


It took a while to find his feet. The boy Jones stumbled through the early 1960s towards a vitality that was perhaps beyond him. Any future as a pop singer seemed snuffed out before it began by the sudden brilliance of the Beatles, the Kinks, the Small Faces, the Rolling Stones and the Pretty Things, already a few steps, a few great records and haircuts ahead of him. Eventually, with further study and various revisions, and the atypical eyes of Bowie materialising after a fight with a schoolfriend over a girl, he cracked it.


Listen to a famous musician, say, Elvis Costello, pay tribute to Bowie’s singing and songwriting, and perhaps sum him up best when he says he only met him once or twice, by chance, on the road, in some TV station or hotel, and he was ‘splendid company’. Being splendid company was one of Bowie’s favourite roles, one of the disguises he liked wearing the most.


Watch him sat around a table in 1972 with Lou Reed and Iggy Pop, each of them self-consciously sizing each other up, none of them ready yet to speak to each other, needing to keep their cool, their misfit aura, engaged in some battle of the egos, working out their place in history. They don’t want to reveal to the others what they have up their sleeve – not yet, anyway.


Watch him sat in a busy bar in limbo with Bono and BB King, as though he’d specifically bought a ticket for this particular ride, this particular combination of myth and coincidence, and he’s enjoying every single moment, knowing that he’s David Bowie and the people around him will adjust their behaviour accordingly. He has a great way of pretending everything he experiences is totally natural and at the same time, nothing of the sort.


See him across time, talking as a gawky 17-year-old about the importance of long hair on a man, talking to a children’s television presenter in the 1970s, to a Japanese interviewer translating him as he calmly, very reasonably, talks about the line between life and death, to an MTV interviewer in 1983 about his disgust with the channel’s racism and their flimsy excuses, to a political journalist in 1999 about being a recovering addict for whom one lapse would kill him, to a fan about his old home town he’s not been to for years, to a musician collaborator about a carefully considered drop in a song’s rhythm.


Hear him explain that in his songs he’s always dealt with isolation, using himself as a canvas. Thinking about isolation, his own, others he imagines, leads to better songs and greater emotions.


See him appear, for many out of nowhere, with the three musicians that would end up being called the Spiders from Mars in early February 1972 on the BBC television show The Old Grey Whistle Test. This was the serious minded, late night rock show showcasing more grown-up, rock performers, ostensibly playing live, certainly pretending they were live, and mostly singing live. It was unlike the more commercial, early evening BBC pop show Top of the Pops that concentrated on the addictive randomness of the charts, and the bestselling hit singles of the week, many of them here today, gone tomorrow.


Top of the Pops was, in effect, a weekly parade of performers obviously miming, holding instruments and lip syncing the words with as much intent or indifference as they fancied. At this time, Bowie was still more an underground artist, known to a few early outliers, with no particular sense that might change, and certainly not as suddenly as it did – he seemed more OGWT than TOTP, at a time when there was a big division between the two, and few crossed over from one to the other. Certainly no-one whose songs seemed so filled with ideas and allusions summoned up thick and fast.


It was about eight weeks after his Hunky Dory album had been released a few days before Christmas 1971, which for all its glittering flourish had yielded no hit singles, and four months before The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars album came out in June 1972. The fourth track, ‘Starman’, a song about the magic of a hit single, announced his arrival as a pop star with a new voice by, slowly, taking shape as a hit single. Which would lead to the lit up, dancing fun and games of Top of the Pops, where pop stars were confirmed, even crowned. Bowie’s debut Top of the Pops appearance was quite a coronation.


On The Old Grey Whistle Test a few weeks earlier, in what turned out to be a revelatory theatrical build-up before the fame to come, in a grand, undaunted dress rehearsal, Bowie and the Spiders from Mars performed three tracks – ‘Oh You Pretty Things’ and ‘Queen Bitch’ from Hunky Dory, two songs celebrating the effervescent brightness and spectacular vanity and nerve of the young, and the moody, mesmerising opening track from the Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust, ‘Five Years’, which wondered how we would face up to the end of the world. How would we keep each other alive when everything is falling apart?


The song steadily accumulates small, powerful details as it dawns on humanity that they are faced with unavoidable global catastrophe. Human beings have five years to live, extinction is coming, and the countdown starts now. When the world ends, if there are survivors, what do we become? What part of humanity survives? Bowie’s vocals were live and radiant, and he sang this riveting song of despair like everyone should pay attention; this was a real warning. He seemed to be breaking under the burden of some recently acquired knowledge, and was urging people to think about what makes us human.


On The Old Grey Whistle Test, Bowie was clearly a deep thinking, observant introvert with serious things on his mind, acutely attuned to cultural forces, presenting his songs with the ostentatious self-assurance of an irresistible entertainer. He was transforming into the luminous, idealised Ziggy Stardust, changing in front of our eyes, deeply at ease in his newly formed alien/human skin, already glowing like the Starman. He lived a version of life like no-one else, and was fully committed to showing us how.


He knew full well this was going to be the first time many in the audience were going to be looking into his eyes and beginning to see what he saw and felt what he felt. Fifty years after it was first shown – and then for years there were no more showings, maybe an occasional repeat, a dream-like flashback of scintillating weirdness – it still looks as though Bowie has beamed back from some time in the future, casually bringing greatness with him. You can see it whenever you want now, something powerfully new always coming to life.


Hear him respond to a question a little later in the 1970s about the power he has as a rock star to influence others, to live as a kind of God, to do what he wants, sometimes to extremes. Does he feel he has power? ‘Lord no,’ he laughs, the ‘lord’ giving away his genial Englishness, as if to emphasise how down to earth he is, or wants you to believe he is. He doesn’t think about that at all. The only power he thinks about is the strange power of art and of the song.


All he is, he says, is a fairly good social observer with an ability to capture the times he’s living in. He may seem creatively active and with a considerable influence on his fans, but that’s nothing to do with him; it wasn’t what he set out to achieve. He believed almost instinctively in the human value of creativity as a mode of truth-telling, self-expression and homage to the twin miracles of creation and consciousness. He wasn’t trying to change the world, that’s really difficult, maybe just keep an essential margin of non-conformity alive.


See him explain that he made so many records in the seventies, as himself, with others, and toured so many times, enjoying the first ten or so shows and then having to grit his teeth to make it through the rest because he was always so anxious about what he was going to do next.


He wanted to do so much in a week, move things along, in case it all stopped. He was living in a time of swift and tremendous change, and felt a responsibility to keep up and even keep ahead, just to see if it was possible.


Playing his big shows, he would have an anxiety attack every night because he was worried that something would fall down or someone would forget to do something important or he would forget the words to one of his hits. As soon as a tour was over, he’d say never again. And then he’d worry that he was being forgotten or he’d need the money, and another tour would be set up.


Hear him tell a radio host looking for nice, light answers to harmless questions that his three ideal TV show guests if he was the host would be Maxim Gorky, Christopher Isherwood and Marc Bolan. They’re doing the interview on a train travelling to London in 1976 and he explains that he loves travelling by train. If you travel everywhere by plane, you leave countries behind; at best, you glimpse them on the way to and from an airport. He likes to make an effort when he’s travelling, see and feel where he is as he passes through, observe the changes on the journey, feel them change him.
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