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About the Author


Rob Sheffield is a columnist for Rolling Stone, where he has been writing about music, TV, and pop culture since 1997. He is the author of two New York Times bestsellers Love Is a Mix Tape and Talking to Girls About Duran Duran. He also appears regularly on VH1. He lives with his wife in Brooklyn.




About the Book


On Bowie is a thoughtful and loving meditation on the life of the late David Bowie that explores his creative legacy and the enduring and mutual connection he enjoyed with his fans


Innovative. Pioneering. Brave. Until his death in January 2016, David Bowie created art that not only pushed boundaries, but helped fans understand themselves and view the world from fantastic new perspectives.


When the shocking news of his death on January 10, 2016 broke, the outpouring of grief and adulation was immediate and ongoing. Fans around the world and across generations paid homage to this brilliant, innovate, ever-evolving artist who both shaped and embodied our times.


In this concise and penetrating book, highly-regarded Rolling Stone critic, bestselling author, and lifelong Bowie fan Rob Sheffield shares his own feelings about the passing of this icon and explains why Bowie’s death has elicited such an unprecedented emotional outpouring from so many.




For Sarah and Allison, Charlie and David,
Sydney and Jackie, Mallory and Maggie




The man replied, “Things as they are
Are changed upon the blue guitar.”


— Wallace Stevens, “The Man with the Blue Guitar”




INTRODUCTION
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Planet Earth is a lot bluer without David Bowie, the greatest rock star who ever fell to this or any other world. He was the hottest tramp, the slinkiest vagabond, the prettiest star who ever shouted “You’re not alone!” to an arena full of the world’s loneliest kids. He was the most human and most alien of rock artists, turning to face the strange, speaking to the freak in everyone. He stared into your twitchy teenage eyes to assure you that you’ve torn your dress and your face is a mess, yet that’s precisely why you’re a juvenile success. Whichever Bowie you loved best—the glam starman, the wispy balladeer, the Berlin archduke—he made you feel braver and freer, which is why the world felt different after you heard Bowie. This man’s spaceship always knew which way to go.


That’s why he always inspired such fierce devotion. As a teenager in the eighties, at home glued to my radio on a Saturday night because I couldn’t get a ticket to the Serious Moon-light tour in Boston, I listened as a group of WBCN DJs arrived at the studio fresh from the show, with a cigarette butt they swiped from the man’s ashtray backstage. And I listened with goose bumps as they ceremonially smoked it on the air. Bowie fanatics are like that. Which is why so many different people have heard themselves in his music, whether it’s Barbra Streisand covering “Life on Mars?” in 1974 or D’Angelo covering “Space Oddity” in 2012, George Clinton name-checking him on Mothership Connection or Public Enemy sampling him in “Night of the Living Baseheads.” Somehow I really thought he’d outlive us all. After all, he’d outlived so many David Bowies before.


The weekend he died, I was listening to nothing but Bowie. On Friday night, his birthday, I went to see the tribute band Holy Holy play The Man Who Sold the World in New York, with his longtime producer Tony Visconti on bass, original Spiders drummer Woody Woodmansey, and Heaven 17 singer Glenn Gregory. After finishing the album, they did another solid hour of early-seventies Bowie classics from “Five Years” to “Watch That Man.” Visconti had the crowd sing “Happy Birthday” into his phone and texted it to Bowie. “David’s at his birthday party,” he told us. “This isn’t it.” (Were we all secretly hoping maybe the Dame would show up? Of course we were.) I got weepy when Visconti’s daughter sang “Lady Stardust,” a song that has always made me verklempt because it reminded me Bowie was going to die someday, though Friday night, that still seemed far away. I spent the rest of the weekend listening to Station to Station and Low—an ordinary weekend, since those are easily the two most-played albums in my apartment—along with the 1974 outtake “Candidate (Demo),” and of course the new Blackstar, an album that sounded very different before Sunday night.


As Visconti said after the news broke, Blackstar was a “parting gift.” In his last couple of years on the planet, Bowie threw himself back into the music career everyone figured he’d gracefully retired from, making The Next Day and Blackstar as his farewells to the flock he’d assembled over the years. Heading for the final curtain, Bowie chose to face it the way he faced everything else—it was cold and it rained, so he felt like an actor and went to work, going out at a creative peak. No other rock artist has left a final testament anything like this. Nor like the bizarre yet excellent off-Broadway musical he debuted last year, Lazarus, which I was lucky enough to see in December—definitely the only time I’ve ever seen actors sing “‘Heroes’” while swimming like dolphins through a puddle of milk.


The whole world was stunned by the news of his death on January 10—just two days after he celebrated his sixty-ninth birthday by dropping his newest masterwork, Blackstar. The album was a surprise in itself—he just announced it last November, presenting the ten-minute title song out of the blue—and its release inspired a worldwide outpouring of Bowie love. What none of us knew—except Bowie—was that this was the end. He’d just been diagnosed with cancer, and knew by November it was terminal. But he had plans for the music he wanted to make in the time he had left. While the world was still toasting Bowie’s latest creation, the news came that he’d died quietly at home, surrounded by his family. Ever the innovator, Bowie found a new way to wave bye-bye and say good night, moving on to his next phase as the late, great David Bowie, teaching us how to hear his old records in different ways. A new career in a new town.


This book is a love letter to Bowie, a celebration of his life and his music. It’s a thank-you for the beautiful mess he made out of all our lives. It’s the story of how he changed my world and yours. It’s a reflection on what he means today and why his death hit us so hard. It’s a travelogue following the fantastic voyage of an artist who spent fifty years looking for new ways to surprise and challenge our sense of what was possible. It’s a gallery of the faces he showed us. It’s a toast to the just-for-one-day we got to share with him. And it’s also a love letter to everyone who adored him, because bringing us together is what he was really all about. Let’s celebrate each other by celebrating him.
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For all his spaciness, it was his crackpot compassion that made him Bowie. The lust for human connection is what his music is all about. That’s why the hero of “Starman” isn’t the actual starman—it’s the two kids who talk about him, after picking up his signal on the radio. (“I had to phone someone so I picked on you—hey that’s far out, so you heard him too?”) The starman just shows up to give them an excuse to bond, a secret they can hide from their parents (who’d have them locked up if they knew). Bowie did that for all of us who loved him. He was the cracked pastor, shepherding his flock of lost kids. Many a lifelong friendship has begun in that “so you heard him too?”


Bowie’s mission was bringing these misfits and loners and freaks together. That’s why listening to Bowie sent you back to your drab daylight world with fresh eyes, noticing all the glamour of ordinary people in ordinary places. Transition. Transmission.


You can see that compassion even in a movie like The Man Who Fell to Earth, which barely has a single coherent scene. The movie is a mess, just because Bowie is too hot to share the screen with anyone—you can see all the other actors watching him, wondering, “Is David looking at me? Does he think I’m pretty? Does he respect my creative process?” Everyone gets so dazed and distracted by his presence, nobody gets around to making a movie. Bowie’s at his most zonked out, yet he looks so cool (orange hair! Borsalino hat! trench coat and tennis whites and silver pants!) that I’ve seen this movie several dozen times anyway. As the alien stranded on earth, Bowie records an album, The Visitor, for his wife back on his home planet, hoping it will get played on the radio and his wife out there in space will hear it.


That music—we never hear it in the movie—might be the hazy cosmic jive Bowie hears on the radio in “Starman,” the 1972 hit that made him a sensation in the UK after years of false starts. The best portrait of Bowie in the 1970s remains the BBC documentary Cracked Actor, where he twitches, sniffles, sings along with Aretha Franklin in the back of his limo, and does his onstage Hamlet-in-shades routine, holding a skull in his hand and jamming his tongue down its throat. Suck, baby, suck. He hit Number 1 in the U.S. with the disco John Lennon collabo “Fame,” which got instantly plundered by James Brown for “Hot (I Need To Be Loved, Loved, Loved)”—making Bowie the rare rock star who could claim James Brown ripped him off. (Shortly before he died, the Godfather said that if he ever had a tribute album, Bowie would be his choice to do “Soul Power”—one of the weirdest things JB ever said.) His “plastic soul” period culminated at the 1975 Grammy Awards, where Bowie, looking dashing but scarily drug-ravaged in his tux, greeted the crowd: “Ladies and gentlemen—and others.” He gave the Best R&B Vocal Performance, Female, trophy to Aretha, who gushed, “Wow, this is so good, I could kiss David Bowie! I mean that in a beautiful way, because we dig it!”


Yet Bowie was just hitting his golden years, rushing out his five best albums from 1976 to 1980, the best five-album run of anyone in the seventies (or since): Station to Station, Low, “Heroes,” Lodger, and Scary Monsters. In this time span, he also made the two albums that brought back Iggy Pop from the dead—The Idiot, prized by Bowie freaks as a rare showcase for his eccentric lead guitar, and Lust for Life—and his finest live album, Stage, from the 1978 tour, absurdly turning the ambient instrumentals from Low and “Heroes” into arena rock. As he put it at the time, “I’m using myself as a canvas and trying to paint the truth of our time on it. The white face, the baggy pants—they’re Pierrot, the eternal clown putting across the great sadness of 1976.”


The eighties were a whole decade of Bowies. He took over MTV with Let’s Dance, moving in on the New Romantic pop he’d created in his own image. After a decade or so in the wilderness, he began writing strong songs again in the late nineties, with Earthling and Hours, discovering what became the grand theme of his final phase—true love, the kind he’d found with Iman. He explored that theme through the excellent albums of his final years: Heathen, Reality, The Next Day, and Blackstar. Though he dropped out of sight in the late 2000s, his mystique just grew. When he released new music, it was because he had a reason; when he didn’t, that was also for a reason. The world was happy to play by Bowie’s rules.
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“I’ve lived all over the world / I’ve left every place,” Bowie boasted on Low, which he released in January 1977, the week he turned thirty. He was just a vagabond back then, playing up his role as the lodger slipping from town to town, station to station, in search of his next musical disguise. He kept that wanderlust his entire life. He was the artist as fan, cheerfully presenting himself as an anthology of selves, a human mix tape listening to the world and echoing back his favorite bits, combining them into something new.


“I don’t want to climb out of my fantasies to go up onstage,” he told Rolling Stone in 1971. “I want to take them onstage with me.” He made no pretense to rock naturalism, speeding through his roles before they had a chance to get stale. He was always willing to risk the unknown, even if that meant falling on his face. (Dude took decades of mockery for “The Laughing Gnome” and, honestly, deserved every bit of it.) He made spectacular disasters a central part of his artistic statement, embracing every possible way he could find to make himself ridiculous, up to and including performing under a giant glass spider. Nobody enjoyed laughing at his humiliations more than he did, as in his comment on the 1974 David Live: “God, that album! I’ve never played it. The tension it must contain must be like a vampire’s teeth coming down on you. And that photo on the cover. My God, it looks as if I’ve just stepped out of the grave. That’s actually how I felt. That record should have been called David Bowie Is Alive and Well and Living Only in Theory.”


There probably isn’t a Bowie fan on earth who can claim to like all his different phases—not even Bowie himself. But whichever Bowie was your favorite, he (or she) had elements in common with the others. “The reinvention thing—I don’t buy into that at all,” he said in 1997. “I think there’s a real continuity with what I do and that’s expressing myself in a contemporaneous fashion. The reinvention thing, it’s an easy description, isn’t it? ‘Hey Dave, you’re a real chameleon!’ ‘I’m probably the chameleon of rock because what I do is all ch-ch-changes!’”


Well said. (And with that, the clichés “chameleon” and “reinvention” go back to the attic where they belong.) He’s right—that’s just not adequate as a vocabulary for everything Bowie achieved, the way he used all these sounds and visions to act out the loves and hates and passions of his music. That’s what made him such a bizarre influence who shows up all over our culture. The mystery of whether Thomas Pynchon heard “Space Oddity” before writing the last hundred pages of Gravity’s Rainbow is one of those questions I never stop asking myself.


Like anyone who moves fast, he was dangerous to trust. He always had detractors who questioned his authenticity, doubted he was in it for the music. When Uncut magazine in June 2008 asked Keith Richards to pick his favorite Bowie song, he replied, “Can’t remember. Who is he? Oh, he went to the same art school as me. ‘Changes,’ maybe. That’s about it. Not a large fan, no. It’s all pose. It’s all fucking posing. It’s nothing to do with music. He knows it, too.”


Bowie needed to provoke this kind of reaction—in the game he was playing, it would have been an artistic failure if nobody hated him for being a fake. (And you have to cut Keith some slack for poseur-phobia, given that he’s spent his whole life a few inches from Mick.) In 1979, right around the time hip-hop started making noise in New York, Bowie was comparing himself to a DJ, telling his life story by digging in the crates of his record collection: “I am a DJ, I am what I play.” (“DJ,” of course, were also David Jones’s initials.) So it’s understandable that some people would dismiss him as a contrived fraud. But he warned us from the start, in “Five Years”: life is short, so add as many personalities for your collection as you can. The whole world is a box of pinups for you to ransack. I’d like to be a gallery, put you all inside my show.
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Scene: It’s 1976, and David Bowie is alive and well and living only in a theory called L.A. He has a new album coming out in a few weeks—Station to Station, he calls it—and he’s decided to give it a world premiere on TV. Not some glamorous primetime event, but on Dinah!, a syndicated morning kaffeeklatsch that airs before the Bowies of the world get out of bed, hosted by daytime-TV lifer Dinah Shore. It’s the debut of the Thin White Duke, and it’s a magnificent performance, as if he’s inspired by his down-market surroundings—Bowie has never moved better, strutting his stuff to “Stay” in an electric-blue outfit.


After “Stay,” he sits for an interview. Bowie is remarkably relaxed and polite, compared to his other zonked-out TV appearances at the time. Maybe it’s because Dinah’s an old-school showbiz trouper, or maybe just because he deeply respects her audience of day-drinking American housewives. The other guests on Dinah’s couch are 1970s TV stars Nancy Walker and Henry Winkler, giving Bowie the chance to gush, “I’m a great fan of Fonzie.”


Unlike some of the other TV people he encounters these days, Dinah isn’t trying to compete with him hipness-wise—she represents an Old Hollywood tradition Bowie respects a lot more than he respects the rock machine. Dinah asks him to comment on a photo where he’s wearing his outsize pantaloons from the Philly Dogs tour. Bowie explains, “I’d been living in New York for some time, so I was wearing a lot of Puerto Rican clothing.”


Dinah—pleasant and laid-back as always, with her exaggerated southern drawl—is intrigued. “There is no set costume?” she asks. “So you’re influenced by whatever you like at the moment?”


Bowie nods. “It tends to be like that, yes. I’m easily saturated. I’m very sort of faddy, sort of flirty. I’m quite a rock fan—I get influenced by other bands, other artists, and I tend to sort of steal things from them.”


Dinah smiles. “You’re being very modest.” Bowie replies, “Not at all, no. I think that’s one of the most important elements of rock and roll.”


Bowie looks more colorful than ever, a swirl of neon orange hair atop his blue shirt, contrasting with Dinah’s pale gray couch. He’s giving top-notch Bowie Worldview right now, but the really astounding thing about this conversation is how calm and thoughtful he is about it. It’s a rare treat to see Bowie look someone in the eye. He likes talking rock clobber with an old American broad—the forties singer who did “Buttons and Bows.” Dinah’s a pro. She knows what “I am what I play” means.


Dinah: “You give so much of yourself!”


Bowie: “No, not really.”


Bowie liked to wear sexy pop trash on the outside because sexy pop trash was how he felt on the inside. Glam, as he always said, had nothing to do with actual fashion. “Glam wasn’t like that at all. It was Woolworth’s. Woolworth’s posing as Jean Genet. The ideal collision of vulgarity and high-mindedness.” Glam, as Bowie defined it, was a way of perceiving the world around you, as a first step toward remaking it, so it was key to wear things that had credibility as trash. Any kid could copy the look, and that was the point. Glam was a style of pop devotion, wearing your fandom on your sleeve, dressing yourself up in satin-and-tat scraps that straight types would throw away. It meant wearing broken pieces of the things that inspired you, the way Catholics display icons as emblems of the divine.


The pop devotion Bowie told Dinah about was real, because he never stopped being a fan—if Bowie loved your music, he wouldn’t shut up about it. He’d make you a star, as he did with Lou Reed and Iggy Pop—the first thing he did when he blew up was produce hit records for his obscure idols, at a time when he had his hands full building his own career. If you were a nobody with a new sound, he’d lure you into your spotlight, whether you were Luther Vandross or Stevie Ray Vaughan or Adrian Belew. He loved to sponsor upstart bands, out of sincere enthusiasm—he loved the Polyphonic Spree quite a bit more than anybody else did then or now, and doted on them faithfully long after their hipness bubble had burst. There was a period in the early 2000s where you couldn’t see a band in town without Bowie making his grand entrance. When Television were first playing at CBGB in the early 1970s, he gave them a blurb to use on gig fliers. (“The most original band I’ve seen in New York. They’ve got it.”) It wasn’t that he had unerring taste—how would that ever be the point?—but he had the appetite of a true pop fan. His last album was inspired by Kendrick Lamar, who was born during the Glass Spider tour.


Unlike your average rock god, Bowie was not stuck up about embracing his imitators—he loved it when the future legends ripped him off, because that was the realest flattery for the original rip-off king. He relished his role as the mother of the House of Bowie. There were exceptions—for some reason, he had an ax to grind against poor Gary Numan, and always seemed a degree or two frosty on the subject of Elton John. But he made an unannounced appearance onstage with Morrissey to sing T. Rex’s “Cosmic Dancer,” in 1991, at a sold-out Forum in Los Angeles—the footage is remarkable because it’s the only time in Morrissey’s life that he’s looked sincerely humbled. When Bowie walks out, Moz just gives the warmest smile, reduced (at his own show!) to a helpless fan, unable to feel anything but the most innocent kind of pleasure. (And that was pretty much it for Morrissey’s career as a smiler.)


Whether he was paying his respects to his influences or his disciples, he gave the ultimate compliment: he kept stealing from them. Roll the dice and steal the rice. When he came back with Let’s Dance, he showed off the moves he’d been copping from all the bands he’d influenced, like Duran Duran and ABC and Spandau Ballet—for new wave kids like me, it was incredibly flattering to realize that Bowie wanted in on our action. Us? He’s listening to us? He wants a touch of our glimmer?


Pop stardom, the way he defined it, means you keep feeling fascination for the now sound right up to the moment—you don’t settle for what you did yesterday. You tune in to the pop trash all over the radio dial for any ideas worth scavenging. You loot the past and smuggle it into the future, whether that means Otis Redding stealing a Bing Crosby song, or Jay Z and Kanye West stealing the same song from Otis Redding, or David Bowie stealing every song from pretty much everybody ever. At this point, everybody listens to pop the way Bowie always listened, which is: this is cool, how can I steal it?
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He made his most flamboyant bow on Top of the Pops with “Starman,” strumming his blue guitar—four minutes of glam that changed the world. Virtually every kid who saw this performance went on to start a band. I always loved this line from Ian McCulloch of Echo and the Bunnymen, in 1984: “I thought, ‘Where’s he from? He definitely can’t live in Beckenham.’” It set a whole new standard for interstellar sex-druid posturing. As Oasis’s Noel Gallagher said, “When I saw Bowie on Top of the Pops I thought he came from Mars. I was disappointed when I found out he was called Jones and came from Battersea.”


He was the biggest self-proclaimed phony the rock world had ever seen. It was no coincidence that he was also the first self-proclaimed gay rock star. As he announced in 1972, “I’m gay and always have been, even when I was David Jones.” He proclaimed he met his wife Angie “while we were laying the same bloke.”


When he draped his arm around Mick Ronson for the BBC “Starman,” homosexuality had only been decrimimalized in the UK a few years earlier. (Five years, as it happens.) The scientific minds of the American Medical Association classified homosexuality as a mental disorder until 1973. (It took them until Aladdin Sane?) Bowie performed his gay identity in public as opposed to in bed, where his costars tended to be women, quiet as he kept that. In “Five Years,” he sees a queer on the street, just another pedestrian in his welcome-to-my-world panorama of humanity. As Boy George said, “I remember hearing ‘Five Years’ for the first time. That song was quite important because, prior to that, the word ‘queer’ was always something you heard in the school playground. It wasn’t said in an affectionate way. So hearing that in a song, it was like, ‘Wow, someone’s actually using that language in music.’”
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