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To my four boys, without whom this book would have been written far more quickly.






INTRODUCTION


At first glance, David Bowie and the British Broadcasting Corporation might appear to be strange bedfellows. Bowie was the ultimate outsider, the great cultural transgressor and the epitome of cool, while the BBC in its early days came across as the exact opposite: a conservative bastion of Cambridge graduates charged with reflecting the country’s moral code. Imagine your rebellious nephew hanging out with his ageing ‘auntie’, as the BBC was commonly called. They certainly had their differences, with Bowie famously failing his first audition at the hands of the corporation’s New Talent panel. But, despite initial misgivings, Bowie had a closer relationship with the BBC than with any other broadcaster. Not only did he do more interviews with the BBC than any other outlet, he often spoke more openly and deeply in them. And so, a collection of his BBC interviews provides an unrivalled insight into his thoughts and career.


Would there even have been a David Bowie without ‘the Beeb’? It’s worth remembering that the BBC had a monopoly on Britain’s airwaves throughout most of the sixties, so when its panel barred Bowie from its output – not for being outrageous, but for not being good enough – it effectively ended any chance he had of selling records and making a living. Fortunately for Bowie, DJ John Peel stepped in and insisted the youngster be given a second chance.


It’s worth considering what might have happened if there hadn’t been maverick individuals within the BBC, like Peel and Bob Harris, championing the seemingly uncommercial outsider. Could Bowie have been forced to stick to his day job at an ad agency, manning the photocopier and writing copy? Almost certainly not. Someone with his determination, talent, ability to suck up the new – and his outright strangeness – was never going to end up doing anything ordinary. But it is possible to imagine his artistic career might have taken a different path. After all, he more than dabbled in acting, directing, painting and writing. Nevertheless, Bowie became so disenchanted with his lack of success in the sixties that he gave up music twice: once to be a Buddhist monk and once to be a mime act.


Jarvis Cocker jokingly tells a story in which he blames John Peel for almost wrecking his life by stopping him going to Oxford University and getting a 'proper' job. Cocker's band Pulp laboured unsuccessfully for over a decade; and always, just at the point they were about to pack it in, Peel would offer to host a session and success would again appear within reach. The same could arguably be said of Bowie. The faith shown in him by a handful of BBC DJs allowed him to keep believing in himself, even when much of the evidence pointed to the contrary. As Peel himself said, ‘We kept Bowie alive for a few years.’


There’s even an argument to suggest that the BBC helped make Bowie ‘Bowie’. His defining moment happened on Top of the Pops; his 1972 performance of ‘Starman’ was the point when the alien landed and his career took off. The BBC’s key role here was its reach – somewhere between 15 and 19 million viewers tuned into that particular episode. Pretty much anyone who bought pop records was watching, and Bowie’s performance was beamed directly into their homes. The Starman had arrived. No doubt, Bowie would have gradually seeped into the national consciousness, but it was the white heat of that single performance that would hit the nation like a hand grenade.


It certainly wasn’t all one-way traffic. The BBC owes a debt of thanks to the singer. At that time, Top of the Pops was packed with music one’s grandmother or primary school sibling would have approved of, from Donny Osmond to David Cassidy. Performances like Bowie’s gave the show a credibility with younger viewers and a relevance without which its days would surely have been numbered.


The relationship between these two British institutions spanned more than 50 years, and the interviews themselves allowed Bowie himself to stretch out. Less concerned with ratings, gossip or finding a ‘scoop’, BBC reporters would welcome the chance to delve into the singer’s more arcane material, explore his intellectual ideas or play his latest releases – even if they lacked popularity. There were one or two notable exceptions but, by and large, he was treated not just as a musician, but also as one of the country’s most significant post-war cultural figures.


One interesting revelation of this research was that his most intensive activity on the BBC was not at the height of his fame, but during his Tin Machine years. Few commercial outlets at that time were interested in giving that particular band the time of day, but the BBC would always find a place for Bowie, whatever the vicissitudes of his career.


The BBC championed him throughout his career, with interviews and with numerous documentaries. This wasn’t generosity on the part of the broadcaster; it was because Bowie was the most interesting voice in rock – he simply had more to say and said it better. John Lennon was perhaps the only one who could match him, but Lennon largely locked himself away in the seventies.


Bowie’s most revealing BBC interviews are now collected here to show how he evolved, not just as an artist but also as a man, over more than half a century. It is a unique compilation, giving us an opportunity to find out about the life of a complex, enigmatic, ever-changing artist, directly from the man himself and in his very own words.






12 NOVEMBER 1964


TONIGHT, BBC TV


INTERVIEWER: CLIFF MICHELMORE


When mums and dads wanted to put their kids to bed in the fifties, TV was their friend rather than enemy. At 6pm on the dot, screens would helpfully go blank for an hour thanks to an official BBC policy called the ‘Toddlers’ Truce’. It’s perhaps easy to see why the BBC was fondly referred to as ‘auntie’. That paternalistic policy ended in 1957, and one of the shows that replaced it was Tonight, a new type of early evening programme that aimed to mix culture and hard news in a less formal, less ‘BBC’ way. The host was Cliff Michelmore, a presenter who was told at the start of his career that he was not a ‘BBC type’, meaning he hadn’t gone to public school. It was on Tonight in November 1964 that a 17-year-old David Bowie, then Davy Jones, was to provide his first televised interview.


Despite being callow, Bowie had already appeared twice on TV, the first time being that summer on Juke Box Jury. Bowie had the unenviable task of being filmed patiently listening backstage as the panellists declared David Jones and the King Bees’ first single, ‘Liza Jane’, a ‘miss’. Not that it dented Bowie’s confidence. In the dressing room after the show, fellow King Bees bandmate George Underwood recalled the two of them watching Matt Monro, ‘the Cockney Sinatra’, putting on his socks. ‘They were transparent, nylon socks,’ said Underwood. “What unusual socks,” I said to David. “They must be for rich people.” He laughed and said, “George, you stick with me and you’ll be seeing lots more things like that.” In David’s head, he was already seeing himself as being successful enough to wear see-through socks!’1


Bowie appeared on screens again two weeks later when the King Bees played the same song on Ready Steady Go! Despite such publicity, the juke box jury was right – the song was such a flop that their manager, Leslie Conn, ended up binning several hundred copies to make space in his garage.


But Bowie’s first interview on the BBC had nothing to do with music; it was all about a small, cultish group of men allegedly under threat. As trumpets blared out Tonight’s theme tune, a black-and-white image revealed a group of eight teenagers huddled together in a cramped, unadorned studio. The image cut to a close-up of the young man seated in the middle, his smoothly combed, shoulder-length blond hair cascading over his eyebrows. Bowie was already taking centre stage. His tie was neatly done up tight into his buttoned-down collar, his trousers were tapered, his shoes fashionably pointy. While the rest stood around in scarves and heavy coats, like students ready to head off on a protest march, Bowie was already all poise. His right leg was crossed high over his left, one hand rested on his knee, the other on his ankle; such a posture is often described as defensive, but not here. Bowie has thought deeply about this moment. His eyes casually roamed the studio even as the camera zoomed in. He was already ignoring the medium’s conventions: sit still, legs down, eyes straight, and pretend you’re not in a TV studio. Even in black and white, his flawless, pale skin was striking. He looked every part the rock star he would become. By comparison, Michelmore, balding with a comb-over, half-rimmed glasses on a rotund face, was a man of his time; just 44, he looked 64.


Bowie and his gang were in the studio as members of The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Long-Haired Men. Despite the obvious humour, there was a serious element. In Maidstone earlier that year, Bowie had been punched in the face in an unprovoked attack because of his hair. ‘This big Herbert walking down the street just knocked me on the pavement and, when I fell, proceeded to kick the shit out of me,’ Bowie later said. Shortly before, David Jones and the King Bees had performed their debut at a US Air Force base in Bedfordshire, mainly memorable for the homophobic heckling from the American aircrew.


But there was another reason for the society. Any publicity is good publicity, goes the adage, and, as a young band trying to get known, what better way to get on TV than come up with an outlandish-sounding idea to enrage the older generation?


‘Bowie was mad to get as much publicity for himself as he could,’ recalled Underwood, who was also present in the Tonight studio as one of the society’s members. ‘One of the people in that group was a complete stranger whom David had asked off the street. But I wouldn’t dismiss it as purely a joke. When he put ideas out, there was always passion behind them. I couldn’t get served in several local pubs in Bromley because the owners didn’t like my long hair. They could turn you away and that was seen as their right. That was a trigger for David thinking, “Well, let’s do something about this.”’


So, a mixture of seriousness, humour and publicity all rolled into one. So far, so Bowie.


As for the interview, Bowie dismissed Michelmore’s suggestion that they were simply copying the hairstyles of The Rolling Stones as ‘stupid’. Bowie might have been acting a little disingenuously. He not only loved the Stones, he was also hanging out at the time with their guitarist Brian Jones, and happened to have exactly the same hair style. Although it appears the original inspiration for the hair style may have been Keith Relf, the singer of The Yardbirds, whose long golden hair was the secret, both Joneses (David and Brian) believed, to attracting dozens of attractive Swedish groupies.


Bowie’s appearance on Tonight would be followed that very evening by a relatively new show called Top of the Pops that would feature Val Doonican and German violinist Helmut Zacharias, whose ‘Tokyo Medley’ was the BBC’s theme tune to the 1964 Olympics. Such staid, ageing tastes on a programme designed specifically for a burgeoning youth culture reflected the chasm that still existed between institutions like the BBC and groups like ‘the long hairs’, the term Michelmore used to describe Bowie and his guests.





CLIFF MICHELMORE: It’s all got to stop! They’ve had enough! The worms are turning. The rebellion of the long hairs is getting underway. They’re tired of persecution, they’re tired of taunts, they’re tired of losing their jobs, they’re tired of being sent home from college, they’re tired of being sent home from school, they’re tired even of being refused the dole. So, with a nucleus of some of his friends, a 17-year-old, Davy Jones, has just founded the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Long-Haired Men. Well, here we are. Long-haired men, you’ve got to have your hair, what, nine inches long before you join?


DAVID BOWIE: Well, I think we’ve passed over that now.


CM: Have you?


DB: Yes.


CM: Now, exactly, who’s been cruel to you?


DB: Well, I think we’re all fairly tolerant, but for the last two years we’ve heard comments like, ‘Darling’ and ‘Can I carry your handbag?’ thrown at us, and I think it just has to stop now.


CM: But does it surprise you that you get this kind of comment because, after all, you’ve got really rather long hair, haven’t you?


DB: We have, yes, yeah, it’s not too bad really … no, I like it and I think we all like long hair, and we don’t see why other people should persecute us because of this.


CM: How are you going to set about this campaign?


MAN NEXT TO DB: Well, I don’t know. I think the real sort of thing we should do is to try and get more followers behind us, so that we can march in protest, sort of ‘ban the bomb’ all over again, only against hair-persecuting people …


DB: [Laughing] Balder-maston.


CM: Now, you see a lot of people can’t tell the difference between a man and a woman, can they, if you’ve got hair that long?


MAN AT BACK: No, well that’s ridiculous. If you can’t tell either sex by a few inches of hair, I think it’s a pretty poor showing, don’t you?


CM: Yeah, I do. Now, why did you grow your hair long in the first place?


SECOND MAN AT BACK: Most of us just like it long. It’s nice.


CM: But did you grow it long to stand out in a crowd?


THIRD MAN AT BACK: Mine was an accident. I just forgot to have it cut for some time.


CM: Yeah, for a long time, I should think! [Laughter] I mean, did you get this off The Rolling Stones, really?


ALL: Oh no, no. Definitely not.


DB: That’s stupid.


CM: But did any of you have your hair growing long more than two years ago or so?


ALL: Oh yeah, yes.


CM: Did you? Before The Rolling Stones ever did?


DB: Well, it takes a long time to get this length, you know.


OFF-CAMERA VOICE: It doesn’t grow overnight just because The Rolling Stones did it.


CM: Can I ask you what you say when you’re going to the hairdressers? When are you going to the hairdressers?


MOST OF THE MEN: We don’t! We don’t go.


MAN AT BACK: Mine was last year. [Laughter]


CM: Don’t you go and have it shampooed and set?


ALL: Oh no, no.


DB: Our mums do it, if anything. [Laughter]


CM: Your mothers do it?


DB: Yeah. Why shouldn’t they?


CM: Do they?


DB: Yeah, very good at it. Better than I could ever be.


CM: When was the last time that any of you ever went to a barber’s?


OFF-CAMERA VOICE: I went last year.


MAN AT BACK: I only did it because I had an operation. [Laughter]


CM: Exactly how are you going to stop people being cruel to you? [Points at DB] Come on now, it’s your idea.


DB: Well, if anybody is chucked out of a factory job or removed from a public bar, we’ll get a petition written up and sent to either the LCC [London County Council], the people who hold the pub licence, or …


CM: But do you think any of this will do any good?


DB: Well, it better do good. [Laughter]


CM: But do you think many people are on your side, is what I’m saying?


DB: Oh, yes.


CM: All of them with long hair?


OFF-CAMERA VOICE: No. Lots of them would like to have long hair.


DB: No, not lots of them. They haven’t got permission.


MAN AT BACK: They’re just wishing they had got long hair.


MAN WITH SCARF: Either that or the company they work with or their parents don’t allow them to have long hair.


CM: No, well, I understand that, can’t you? Mind you, I’m talking out of a sense of jealousy in a way, seeing you over there with so much, and I should have gone and got a haircut today. [Laughter]






20 OCTOBER 1969


THE DLT SHOW, BBC RADIO


INTERVIEWER: BRIAN MATTHEW


In August 1969, David Bowie’s father, Haywood ‘John’ Jones, died. Aged just 56, he was the single most important influence on David’s life up to that point: cheerleader, financial backer, passport into showbiz and port of calm. He bought David his first sax and first Little Richard record. His stories from working at Dr Barnardo’s Homes, about the orphans who lived on roofs in Whitechapel, were to inspire Bowie’s own take on vagrant children in ‘Diamond Dogs’. And it was Bowie’s father who first tried to enter the world of entertainment when he invested, and lost, his inherited fortune in forming an acting troupe and trying to make his first wife a star. Second time around, this time with his son, there would be no such failure. ‘John’ can even claim to have started the famous family tradition: Don’t like your name? Change it.


When John died, a large chunk of Bowie’s world came crashing down. ‘Not now! Not now!’ were the words Bowie later used to describe his reaction. ‘He just died at the wrong damn time, because there were so many things I’d loved to have said to him and asked him about.’ Such remorse was made only worse because those closest to David had decided not to divulge the seriousness of his father’s pneumonia for fear of upsetting him.


This period was already emotionally fraught for Bowie. The woman he believed to be the love of his life, Hermione Farthingale, had walked out on him, and he was going through a protracted separation from his other fatherly figure, his manager, Ken Pitt.


While all this was happening, Bowie wrote his second album, two years on from the commercial flop of his first, and was invited on BBC Radio to be interviewed on Dave Lee Travis’s The DLT Show.


‘Space Oddity’ had just entered the Top 10, but Bowie decided not to play the record, which clearly perplexed interviewer Brian Matthew. It’s tempting to see this as Bowie already being the ever-evolving artist, bored of what he did last month, and keen to get on to the new stuff.


Instead, he chose a newer song whose title, ‘Unwashed and Somewhat Slightly Dazed’, also reflected his bruised and confused emotional state. He would go on to tell biographer George Tremlett that the song was about trying to capture the surreal feeling in the weeks after his father’s death. Bowie claimed that, after the funeral, his phone rang at the same time every day for a week with no one on the other end of the line. Bowie told his friends that this was the spirit of his father trying to let him know that everything was going to be okay.2


The radio interview was short and, like most interviews of the time, not intended to be deep or meaningful. Bowie wasn’t asked about his father, but he did mention his mother. Ahead of playing ‘Let Me Sleep Beside You’, Bowie explained that the song had been written several years previously. When the DJ asked why the record had not been released earlier, Bowie said it was because his mother had found the lyrics ‘dirty’.


Who could possibly imagine that the man who would go on to become the next decade’s great cultural transgressor would be worried about what his mother might think?





BRIAN MATTHEW: David, the record which you have in the charts in Britain at the moment is undoubtedly your biggest success to date, isn’t it?


DAVID BOWIE: My only success to date.


BM: [Laughs] Well, I wouldn’t have said that. But tell us a little bit about it. Was it planned a long time ago, or is it fairly recent?


DB: Most people presumed that it was written because of, or anticipating the space shot, but in fact it was started last November, and the recording of it was started last December, and it was finally finished in June, after which it was released within three weeks, which was very good going.


BM: Sure.


DB: Hmm.


BM: Right now, you’re not doing it in the studio today.


DB: No.


BM: Why is this?


DB: We’d need about five orchestras to get the right sound, I think.


BM: Yeah?


DB: That’s possibly past everybody’s budget. [Laughs]


BM: [Laughs] Yeah, that could be true.


BM: Do you do a live version of it when you’re travelling around?


DB: Just with 12-string guitar.


BM: Yeah?


DB: Yeah.


BM: And not with your little electronic gadget?


DB: Yes, I use that thing.


BM: That thing? [Laughs]


DB: That thing? [Laughs] Daren’t mention it!


BM: Well, we ought not to really. Have you got anything that you are doing in today’s programme that is not on the record?


DB: Oh yeah. We’ve got a number that we dug up today, which was written about four years ago and it hasn’t been out of the house. It’s the first airing it’s ever had anywhere.


BM: Really?


DB: Mmm.


BM: Why was it not recorded?


DB: Er, well … my mother thought the lyrics were dirty, so …


BM: Are they?


DB: No, not at all.


BM: Oh, dear. [Laughter]


DB: They’re rather splendid. Very ethereal.


BM: Alright, what’s it called?


DB: ‘Let Me Sleep Beside You’.


BM: Can we hear it?


DB: Yes.






5 FEBRUARY 1970


THE SUNDAY SHOW, BBC RADIO


INTERVIEWER: JOHN PEEL


Mick Ronson met Bowie on a Tuesday, joined his band The Spiders from Mars on the Wednesday and played his first gig with them on the Thursday. Not only that – this wasn’t just any gig – the concert was recorded live and listened to by millions.


The fit between the singer and guitarist was immediate. So rapid was the rapport that, within two weeks of this concert, Bowie and Ronson would be back on stage at London’s Roundhouse, dressed in an assortment of rainbow-coloured and comically outlandish clothing. The playful seriousness of glam rock had just taken its first colourful bow.


This first recording of these two musicians who would reshape the seventies is, therefore, culturally priceless. What did the BBC do with the tape? It wiped it.


This was not an uncommon practice – there are numerous such instances, involving not just Bowie. To be fair to the BBC, those old reel-to-reel tapes were chunky things that took up space in already enormous and bulging archive vaults. Plus, the organisation’s producers were aware, even then, of the need to cut costs and reuse tape. I remember myself grabbing the nearest spool to hand, ignoring the names of several programmes already crossed out on the label, and hitting the record button. But even so.


Given the event’s significance in Bowie’s career history, imagine fans’ delirium when a bootleg recording of the BBC concert of 15 songs came to light in the mid-eighties. Much later, Bowie himself revealed he had kept an original master tape of far better quality, and his recording was released. Typical Bowie. He kept absolutely everything. Even back at the very beginning, he felt the need to document it all for posterity.


The future wasn’t yet set in stone, though. When asked if The Spiders from Mars would play more gigs, Bowie seemed genuinely unsure. In fact, it was so early in their relationship that Bowie still referred to Ronson as ‘Michael’.


As for John Peel, the DJ had already played a fundamental role in Bowie’s career. In the early days, a special BBC New Talent panel would veto singers it thought weren’t good enough for its airwaves. Bowie failed his New Talent audition for, famously, having ‘no personality’ and ‘singing wrong notes, out of tune’. It was Peel who campaigned for Bowie to be given a rare second chance, which Bowie passed. Peel played Bowie’s records throughout the sixties when almost every other DJ showed little to no interest whatsoever.


As for this concert, appearing as the headline act on BBC Radio was a big deal. Coming just a few months after ‘Space Oddity’ hit the Top 5, the opportunity promised big things. But the next single, ‘The Prettiest Star’, was a flop and Bowie was forced back to the drawing board again. He would return with what many regard as his greatest album, Hunky Dory.


The venue for this recording was the BBC’s 400-capacity Paris Theatre, a relatively intimate setting on London’s Regent Street where radio comedy programmes, such as Dad’s Army and The Goon Show, and various panel shows were recorded in front of a live audience. Bowie begins the set on his own with an acoustic guitar and plays a cover song called ‘Amsterdam’.


AMSTERDAM 


JOHN PEEL: Very tasty, indeed. That’s a Jacques Brel song I haven’t heard before, actually. ‘Port of Amsterdam’ [sic], anyway. This second song is one David wrote himself and it’s on his LP, which some of you may have may heard, and is named, with a certain kind of charm, and evocatively, David Bowie. [Audience laughs] Good name for an LP, I think. And the song is called ‘God Knows I’m Good’.


GOD KNOWS I’M GOOD 


DAVID BOWIE: [Introducing the next song] This next one is a comedy number. This one is written by an American called Biff Rose. Biff Rose is a legendary character now. He lives just outside of San Francisco on a mountain, in a cabin, and he’s got a bicycle. And he writes a lot of songs, and he cycles down from the cabin to do gigs, in which he never sings; he never sings at any of his gigs. He just talks about shaving and what he saw on the way down from the cabin and how many punctures he’s had, and then goes away again, and nobody’s really heard him sing. But he does write some good songs, and he’s made a couple of LPs, and this is one, one called ‘Buzz The Fuzz’.


BUZZ THE FUZZ


JP: A harrowing story indeed. That’s a Biff Rose song, ‘Buzz the Fuzz’. David made an LP, quite a few years ago now, well three or four years ago, called … I don’t know what it was called.


DB: [Shouting off-mic] It’s called David Bowie!


JP: Called what?


DB: David Bowie!


JP: Oh, is it? As well?


DB: Yeah.


JP: You pick snappy titles. [Audience laughter] The third LP is going to be called … David Bowie. The fourth one, Elvis Presley, just for variation. Anyway, the first one has just been reissued at a drastically reduced price, and is called The World of David Bowie, I think, or The Wonderful World of David Bowie, or something similar, and will be re-released on March 6. This is one of the songs on it. It’s actually a very good LP, but David isn’t too keen on it now, but people never are with their old LPs. This particular song is called ‘Karma Man’.


KARMA MAN 


JP: And for the next thing that David will be doing, he will be joined by Tony Visconti on bass and John Cambridge on drums. And this is a song which you may remember David doing, oh, a year, a year-and-a-half at least, on Top Gear [radio show], and it’s called ‘London Bye Ta-Ta’. Never quite understood why, but that’s what it’s called anyway.


LONDON BYE TA-TA 


JP: That’s the David Bowie Big Band, as it were. [Laughter] The next song that the big band will be doing is a track from David’s last LP, the one that’s called David Bowie.[Laughter] And this song is ‘An Occasional Dream’.


AN OCCASIONAL DREAM 


JP: On this next number, in addition to John Cambridge on drums, Tony Visconti on bass and, of course, David on guitar, we have Mick Ronson, who will be playing lead guitar, and who has recorded on Michael Chapman LPs, one of my favourite singers. And the first thing the full band will be doing is called ‘Width of a Circle’.


THE WIDTH OF A CIRCLE


JP: And that was called ‘Width of A Circle’. Are you going to be doing gigs with this band?


DB: Well, looking at them, no. [Laughs] Yes, we are going to do some gigs. [DB turns away from the microphone to ask Ronson] Are we, Michael? Michael doesn’t really know, he has just come down from Hull and I met for the first time about two days ago through John, the drummer, who’s worked with me once.


JP: I see, but you are planning to go on the road?


DB: Yes, yes, very shortly.


JANINE and WILD EYED BOY FROM FREECLOUD play


JP: Just a while ago, the Pig [Peel’s pet name for his wife] and I saw a man, quite well dressed, standing in the middle of Piccadilly Circus, conducting it, as though he were conducting an orchestra, which I thought was rather a nice sight, and I had the idea that I’d be in Lancashire next week conducting the East Lancs Road. [Laughter] A pretty nice idea. So, I think the next one could perhaps be for him, and it’s called ‘Unwashed and Slightly Dazed’.


UNWASHED AND SOMEWHAT SLIGHTLY DAZED 


JP: That was a bit of a treat there, actually. That was called ‘Unwashed and Slightly Dazed’. David, you have been involved with arts-labby projects [DB laughs] in places like Croydon and places. What are you doing with that now?


DB: It’s impossible to call it an art lab because of the simple fact that most people won’t participate. To a great extent, they prefer to have things fashioned for them, which is unfortunately true.


JP: Yes, that’s very true. So, you are not involved?


DB: Well, yes, we are still involved in putting on things, but its futile to call it an arts laboratory because it’s much more like a scout patrol unless everybody else joins in.


JP: This is what spoiled the main arts lab here in London.


DB: Exactly, it’s the same thing all over. We’ve heard from other so-called art labs that it’s happened all over.


JP: So, you’ll carry on?


DB: Oh, I will yeah. As best as we can, yeah.


The band play FILL YOUR HEART, THE PRETTIEST STAR and CYGNET COMMITTEE






6 JULY 1972


TOP OF THE POPS, BBC TV


DAVID BOWIE, ‘STARMAN’


Something changed on 6 July 1972, and things would never be quite the same.


The UK in that year appears, in hindsight at least, to have been a drab place ruled by fear and violence. A series of strikes had culminated in a seven-week-long miners’ walk-out, while unemployment had topped a million for the first time since the 1930s. In Northern Ireland, the Bloody Sunday killings were followed by a new wave of IRA bombings. The ‘Bomb’ itself, the nuclear bomb, was on people’s minds as the Cold War continued and the Vietnam War escalated. Hooliganism and homophobia were ever-present, while hippie hopes of peace and love were being replaced by scepticism; the recently leaked Pentagon Papers had set in motion a chain of events in the USA that would end in Watergate.


Into this grey world, David Bowie and his colourful men from Mars landed one early evening on terrestrial TV. Their appearance seemed to come not only out of the blue but also from outer space. For anyone wanting ‘out’, here was their escape route – a world where you could dress as you want, look like you want, be who you want. Boy? Girl? Neither? Gay? Didn’t matter.


‘At the point where Bowie sang the line, “I had to phone someone, so I picked on you,” he pointed directly at the camera, and I knew he was singing that line to me and everyone like me,’ said Lol Tolhurst of The Cure. ‘It was a call to arms that put me on the path that I would soon follow.’3


It wasn’t just The Cure who took up the call. Among those who cite this appearance as a pivotal moment in their lives are Bono, Morrissey, Dave Gahan, Ian McCulloch, The Sex Pistols, Boy George, Marc Almond, the Human League, Neil Tennant, Holly Johnson, Siouxsie Sioux, Bauhaus, Gary Numan and pretty much the whole New Romantic movement. This one performance would shape not only the seventies, but it would also inspire those who would define the eighties.


The song talks about a starman messiah whose ‘mind-blowing’ message is that the world can be saved if we let the children boogie. Well, maybe a touch of the hippie era had survived. But it wasn’t so much the song that captivated the young viewers, as their belief that they were in the presence of a genuinely other-worldly being; a fantastical figure who was, paradoxically, compellingly believable. The make-up, the hair, the leotard, the colours, those eyes, that alien, vampiric beauty, the flirtatious arm round Mick Ronson. Where on Earth did it all originate from? Watching fathers were heard to say not ‘Who is that?’ but ‘What is that?’


To question your sexuality in those days would get you beaten up. To question your gender was not even on the radar. But here Bowie seemed to be questioning whether he was even a member of the same species. Overnight, a devoted army of misfits and outsiders, who now knew that to be different didn’t mean to be alone, flocked to join him.


To get a sense of just how different this all was, here’s a look at some of the other acts appearing on Top of the Pops that night. There was Donny Osmond with ‘Puppy Love’, competing with his teen heart-throb rival David Cassidy (and The Partridge Family); on the floor was the all-female and usually scantily clad dance group Pan’s People, while the New Seekers’ brand of bland was followed by Dr. Hook’s country and western song ‘Sylvia’s Mother’. With acts like that, surely the question most teenagers were asking was not, ‘David, where have you been?’, but rather, ‘David, why has it taken you so long?!’


The last surviving member of The Spiders from Mars, Woody Woodmansey, spoke about this seminal performance to the author.


We had been in Trident Studios in Wardour Street doing the album [The Rise and Fall of] Ziggy Stardust and The Spiders from Mars. We were really happy and the manager took it to the record company. They said, ‘We love it, but we can’t release it because you haven’t got a single.’ I must admit none of us, including David, were thinking singles. He was very much into the concept of the album, and I guess it just didn’t cross his mind. So, he said okay. On the Saturday, he was sat in his lounge and wrote ‘Starman’ and then called us in and said, ‘What do you think?’ And we said, ‘Yeah, that’ll do it.’ [Laughs] He just knocked it out, basically.


Top of the Pops for us was really a thing you watched religiously. As a budding musician you were thinking, this is where I want to go; it was the milestone you were headed for. You dreamed about being on it when you were 14. It didn’t matter if World War Three was going on, you still watched Top of the Pops. So, when they said, ‘We want you to do Top of the Pops’, it was like, wow! It was a real high for all of us.


We caused a real reaction from other bands. I can’t remember if it was that performance or the next one, but Status Quo were on the same night. We lined up in a little corridor before going out to the staging area and they were on the side opposite us. We were all bright rainbow colours, glittering, sparkling, and they were in denim. It was chalk and cheese, really. I remember Francis Rossi [Quo’s guitarist and singer] saying, ‘You guys make us feel really old!’ We all just cracked up laughing.


We’d come from different musical backgrounds to David. Mick Ronson, myself and Trevor Bolder were into blues and then progressive rock from Hendrix, Led Zeppelin and Cream. Our stage gear was … well, mine was a tie-dye T-shirt, jeans with rips at the knees, patches, moccasins and long hair. That was our streetwear and stage wear. That was me being a real musician!


One day we were watching a film in David’s lounge and he was scribbling away doing a little drawing. He passed it over and said, ‘What do you think to this, Woody?’ It was just a cartoon, kind of looked like Star Trek figures with wrestling boots. I went ‘Yeah’, and passed it back to him, not realising what he was getting at. I hadn’t really joined up the dots at that point.


A couple of days later, Mick, David, Angie [Bowie’s wife] and myself were in Liberty’s material department in London. David was handing down these big rolls of sparkling fabric, saying ‘Grab this! Grab this! Oh, this is a good one!’ I naively thought we were getting curtains for the flat. [Laughs]


A day later, David brought in his friend, a designer, to measure us up and I thought, Ah, okay, this is what we’re having. It was a culture shock. Angie then came in and said, ‘You’ve got a problem – Mick’s just packed his suitcase and he’s at Beckenham station now. He’s going home.’


Mick had told her, ‘You’ve won’t get me on stage wearing that! I’ve got friends!’ [Laughs] David said to me, ‘Follow him! Say whatever you’ve got to say, you’ve got to get him back. You’ve got to explain it.’ So, I had to walk down to the station and sit with Mick for about half an hour. I managed to convince him in the end.


We knew we were different, but I did think, ‘Is this too far? Will they get this?’ You had the feeling that either it’d really take off or that you were going to get rotten tomatoes. You didn’t know whether it was going to be the start of your career or the end of it!


I guess it was brave. But it was the music that was the most important thing, and we understood that if we stood there in denims and a tie-dye T-shirt playing ‘Starman’, it wouldn’t be as effective. So, everything we did, no matter how glamorous it got, was always to push the music forward, to make it more communicative to an audience so that they could get more involved, and so it would have a greater effect than being just stood there in jeans.4






5 JUNE 1973


NATIONWIDE, BBC TV


DAVID BOWIE SPECIAL


Sometimes, the BBC could be a culturally daring organisation which championed the new despite the risk of ridicule and to ratings. At other times, it could be, well … the BBC, the old BBC, whose old-school superiority seemed permanently stuck in some distant decade. This was one of those times.


Nationwide, one of the leading current affairs programmes of its day, decided to do a special on Bowie; the presenter of it was Bernard Falk, a hardened news journalist with a sharp turn of phrase – Falk had once served time in jail for protecting his sources. But in this special feature, he was so keen to show how ‘above it all’ he was that he rarely passed up an opportunity for a snide remark. His comeuppance was served from the hands of a disdainful young female fan.


Falk began his report by describing Bowie as a freak with a pasty complexion and skinny legs (Lulu once eulogised about Bowie’s thighs as ‘muscly and powerful’, and she certainly got a close look), before he turned his patronising glare to the attendant teenagers.


Why Falk felt the need to demean Bowie and his fans was especially odd given Falk’s own antecedence: he himself had been a rock’n’roller who had even played the legendary Cavern Club with his band, Tony Snow and the Blizzards, coincidentally featuring another Nationwide stalwart, Richard Stilgoe. Falk later renamed the band The Bohemians. Despite now meeting a genuine bohemian, Falk seemed blissfully unaware that his subject might be anything other than a brief teeny-bop sensation. By acting as if he had seen it all, Falk saw almost nothing at all.


Bowie took the disdain with charm and good grace, allowing the camera to access all areas, while knowing that he was being set up for a send-up.


‘The BBC did one of their traditional, “Good heavens, whatever next?”-type reports at Bournemouth,’ said Bowie years later. ‘Lots of confusing questioning and following me swanning around backstage, putting silly clothes on. It was all too funny.’5


But when Falk bothered to engage with his subject, the results were revealing.


‘I like startling people,’ Bowie tells him.


‘Startling?’ Falk replies, prompting Bowie to talk at length about his love of playing characters.


‘Like an actor,’ says Falk, hitting the nail on the head.


‘Yes, I’m an actor,’ agrees Bowie.


Despite the frequent condescension, this is a terrific mini-documentary. A teatime news programme had managed to catch the Ziggy Stardust phenomenon at its peak. The desperate fans, the electric performances, the make-up, the tatty, cramped dressing rooms in decrepit Victorian theatres, and Bowie himself, are all here in colourful close-up.


Within a month, Bowie had finished off Ziggy. Falk may have believed he had simply caught another manufactured flash in the pan on the verge of becoming last month’s thing. Instead, he captured a priceless slice of rock history.


<Shots of Bowie getting ready backstage.>


BERNARD FALK: [Voiceover] A superstar of the beat age prepares to meet his public. David Bowie spends two hours before a show caressing his body with paint. Bowie is a skinny lad with a pasty complexion and ochre-dyed hair in a Teddy-boy style of 20 years ago. Yet, with a dash of make-up, he is transforming himself into an object that is worshipped by millions of girls. Outside the Winter Gardens of Bournemouth, some of those fans are arriving to pay homage to a man who has become the high priest of pop.


<The camera focuses on a young girl crying who came early and waited for Bowie but still managed to miss him. Another two girls then bounce into shot, absolutely thrilled at having encountered their hero, blissfully unaware of the other girl’s unhappiness. They shout: ‘I kissed him! I kissed his hand!’ They then see the distraught figure crying and try to console her, if only briefly.>


HAPPY GIRL: [Sympathetically] Oh, don’t worry. [Delightedly] I kissed his hand!


BF: He’s got thin, little legs.


UNHAPPY GIRL: He’s got lovely legs!


<Backstage shots of Bowie getting dressed and having his nails painted.>


BF: An ex-art student from Brixton, whose father worked for Dr Barnardo’s Homes, has turned himself into a bizarre, self-constructed freak.


DB: Impromptu, isn’t it?


BF: It is a sign of our times that a man with a painted face and carefully adjusted lipstick should ensure adoration of girls aged between 14 and 20.


BF: Do you get nervous?


DB: Do I get nervous? You’re joking. Yeah!


<Falk speaks to a small huddle of young fans waiting in a corridor outside Bowie’s hotel room.>


BF: What would it mean to you to be able to go through that door?


FEMALE FAN: I’d give anything to go in there – I really would.


BF: He’s just another fellow, you know.


MALE FAN: Well, no, he’s not. Nobody else … could produce that music. He’s a fantastic person.


BF: Isn’t it a bit degrading standing outside the door when he is inside?


FANS: [In unison] No!


BF: Why? It’s degrading for me standing outside here.


FEMALE FAN: [Annoyed] Why don’t you go in then?!


BF: Don’t you find … I mean, why do you stand for it?


FEMALE FAN: [Contemptuously] Why do you think?!


<Footage of David Bowie prepares to take the stage in May of 1973. His 1973 Ziggy Stardust tour promoted the albums The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and The Spiders from Mars and Aladdin Sane. The setlist from this tour prominently featured songs from these two albums, among others.>


BF: [Voiceover] In reality, he’s more of a showman than a freak. Hollywood razzmatazz has come to the world of beat.


<Falk speaks to Bowie backstage.>


DB: Most of the reasons that I do what I do is because I just like startling people.


BF: Startling?


DB: Yeah, it’s something to do. [Laughs] England has a marvellous habit of being able to dissipate everything through this marvellous media, and long hair quickly got dissipated. I used to be able to stop traffic quite easily by just walking down the street, no more than that, just because I had long hair. This is my life really, writing or performing. There’s not much else I want. It’s the biggest kick I know. I know there’s drugs, and you get a different kind of buzz off those, but stage is something else, it’s partaking of people. I’m very much a character when I go on stage, I feel.


BF: Like an actor?


DB: Yeah, I believe in my part all the way down the line. Right the way down. But I do play it for all it’s worth because that’s the way I do my stage thing. That’s part of what Bowie’s supposedly all about. I’m an actor.


<Footage of Bowie leaving performance venue.>


BF: [Voiceover] It’s worth wondering, though, what the beat age will spawn next, when someone like David Bowie isn’t even freakish enough to shock us anymore.






26 JANUARY 1975


CRACKED ACTOR, BBC TV


A DOCUMENTARY BY ALAN YENTOB FOR OMNIBUS


This fly-on-the-wall documentary, one of the first of its kind, not only kick-started the career of arts doyen Alan Yentob, it also created a new type of arts show. But what started out as a fly-on-the-wall feature quickly became a ‘fly-in-my-milk’ riddle. Bowie gazed down at the struggling insect in his milk carton as he contemplated the impact of America on his life. ‘He’s an alien body like me,’ Bowie says of the perhaps real, perhaps imagined fly, ‘soaking up’ a new world. A stranger in a strange land. But the metaphor is even more apposite than Bowie intended. The fly in the carton is not, of course, ‘soaking up’ the milk, it’s trapped in the stuff and is drowning. Unless it finds a way out, it’ll die. Los Angeles would, indeed, eventually overwhelm Bowie. He would overdose several times and, only by good fortune, would he still be alive a year later to escape the carton’s confines and make it to Berlin.


The singer is filmed in a frenzy of creativity during his 1974 Diamond Dogs tour of America, which would rip up the live performance rule book. Madonna credits the tour for awakening her to the importance of theatricality. Even Michael Jackson, not someone you might expect to be overly influenced by Bowie, went to all the singer’s LA shows and quizzed Bowie afterwards on everything, from the set designs to choreography. Throw in some astonishingly frank footage of Bowie’s paranoia and sniffling, more than hinting at his cocaine addiction, and add Britain’s most talented arts film director, and you have not just a great film made about a rock star, but also one of the most intimately revealing and influential arts documentaries ever made.


Cameron Crowe, a Rolling Stone reporter who would go on to become an Oscar-winning director, described Bowie as ‘The most generous and exciting interview subject that I was ever allowed time with.’6 Bowie was to gain a reputation as being difficult and evasive, but the evidence here points to the contrary; not only are his answers humorous, enlightening and original, they also contain an honesty that is disarming and unexpected.


This is also the documentary that launched Bowie’s acting career. In what was surely the most obvious casting choice in movie history, Nic Roeg picked Bowie to play his alien in The Man Who Fell to Earth after watching Cracked Actor. Roeg loved the singer’s skeletal look, different-coloured eyes and orange-flecked hair, not to mention the fact that Bowie had already auditioned for over a year by playing a space alien on stage. But what swung it for Roeg was something more subtle. ‘I noticed the artificial voice,’ the director said. ‘It was English, but you couldn’t tell exactly where it was from.’7


Much has been made of Bowie’s frail mental health in LA, from his paranoia and hallucinations to an obsession with dark forces. Physically, too, Bowie was looking unwell; his thin frame had turned cadaverous, and his skin would soon take on the yellow hue of the wax figures in the desert museum he would laugh at in this documentary. Jaundice is a symptom of both anorexia and heavy cocaine use, a result of liver damage. It would be liver cancer that would eventually kill Bowie. So, perhaps after all, the darker meaning of Bowie’s metaphor was correct: the milk – Los Angeles, the drugs, this whole period of his life – would eventually get its fly.


<Footage of Bowie being interviewed on CBS News by reporter Wayne Satz.>


WAYNE SATZ: I just wonder if you get tired of being outrageous?


DAVID BOWIE: I don’t think I’m outrageous at all.


WS: At all?


DB: No.


WS: Do you describe yourself as ordinary? What adjective would you use?


DB: Um … ah … um … David Bowie.


WS: Aha. Well, I’m reluctant to make the judgement about what category you fit into.


DB: Good. Good.


WS: Oh no, I wouldn’t be that pretentious, but maybe you have a feeling yourself?


DB: No, I’m really very old-fashioned. I like moving from one area of writing or performing to another … to keep me excited, to keep me interested, to keep the people who come to see me or buy records interested and excited as well.


<Footage of Wayne Satz concluding his report by telling viewers, ‘If you didn’t understand that, don’t feel badly, because I certainly didn’t. David, I know you’re watching tonight with the BBC film crew, and it’s wonderful to have your old-fashioned entertainment around until The Beatles get back together, but it sure would be nice to talk to somebody who’s not being evasive and discussing riddles.’>


<Footage of Bowie having a plaster cast taken of his face and then performing onstage as Ziggy.>


ALAN YENTOB: [Voiceover] And then, at the height of his fame, in front of thousands of screaming fans, David Bowie killed him off … Two years ago, he came to America and buried Ziggy somewhere between New York and Hollywood.


<Bowie is filmed in the back of a limo driving through the desert of the American southwest. Aretha Franklin’s ‘(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman’ is playing in the car. Bowie is having fun by singing along to the backing vocals in an exaggerated fashion. He is drinking from a large carton of milk.> 


AY: Since you’ve been in America you seem to have picked up on a lot of the idioms and themes of American music and American culture. How’s that happened?


DB: There’s a fly floating around in my milk and he’s … he’s a foreign body in it, you see, and he’s getting a lot of milk. [Laughs] … That’s kind of how I felt – a foreign body and I couldn’t help but soak it up, you know. I hated it when I first came here, I couldn’t see any of it.


<Distracted, Bowie looks out of the car window.>


DB: Look, a wax museum! How do you have a bleedin’ wax museum out in the desert? You’d think it would melt, wouldn’t you? [Laughs]


AY: What made all of this important to you? I mean, with your background, why were you intrigued by all of this?


DB: Um … it filled a vast expanse of my imagination. I was always pretty imaginative and the imagination can dry up wherever you’re living in England, often, if there’s nothing to keep it going. It just supplied a need in me … America became a myth-land for me. I think every kid goes through it eventually, but I just got on to it earlier.


<The audience arrive for his LA concert. Among them is Elizabeth Taylor. Bowie performs ‘Cracked Actor’ on stage, draped in a cape, holding a skull which he vigorously kisses. After the show, he is shown in the backseat of his limo. A police siren wails nearby.>


DB: I hope we’re not stopped. Is there anything behind us? [Sniffs noticeably]


OFF-CAMERA FEMALE: No.


DB: There’s an underlying unease here, definitely. You can feel it in every avenue, but it’s very calm. And it’s a kind of superficial calmness that they’ve developed to underplay the fact that it’s … there’s a lot of high pressure here as it’s a very big entertainment industry area. And you get this feeling of unease with everybody. The first time that it really came home to me what a kind of strange fascination it has, is I came in on the train … on the earthquake, and the earthquake was actually taking place when the train came in. And the hotel that we were in … just tremored every few minutes. I mean, it was just a revolting feeling. And ever since then I’ve always been very aware of how dubious a position it is to stay here for any length of time. [Laughs]


<Bowie is filmed at a table using scissors to cut up handwritten words and phrases.>


DB: This is the way I do cut-ups. I don’t know if it’s like the way Brion Gysin does his or Burroughs does his, I don’t know. But this is the way I do it. I’ve used this method only on a couple of actual songs. What I’ve used it for, more than anything else, is igniting anything that might be in my imagination, and you can often come up with very interesting attitudes to look into. I tried doing it with diaries and things, and I was finding out amazing things about me and what I’d done and where I was going. And a lot of the things that I’d done, it seemed that it would predict things about the future or tell me a lot about the past. It’s really quite an astonishing thing. I suppose it’s a very western tarot, I don’t know. Anyway, let’s see what happens.


<Bowie, dressed in a ‘Ghouster’ suit with shoulder pads, sings ‘Moonage Daydream’ on stage.>


DB: I never wanted to be a rock’n’roll star. [Adopts a Cockney accent] ‘I never, honest guv, I wasn’t even there.’ But I was, you see, I was there. That’s what happened. No … no, it excited me just because it was there, that was enough. I mean, personally, I was playing saxophone and I was trying to make up my mind whether I wanted to play rock’n’roll or jazz and as I wasn’t very good at jazz and I could fake it pretty well on rock’n’roll, so I played rock’n’roll. And I found I enjoyed writing. The only thing I was ever really good at at school was composition. Not grammatically, I was always terrible on grammar, but I could always write better stories than anybody else.


<Bowie walks around an empty gas station as the limo is filled up. We hear ‘Aladdin Sane’.>


DB: It was my initial fascination with mime and expressing things with facial movements and body-talk rather than articulating things. I mean, I’d done as much articulating as I’d felt was necessary with the actual songs, and if I was going to present them in more than a single dimension, I mean, if I was going to present them visually, then I wanted my body or my muscles to play an active part in the performance. It’s funny that the same, very similar masks to the kabuki schtick were used with the English mummers’ theatre. It’s very strange that they should come up with very similar designs for faces. I don’t know what the link would have been, but there must have been some link.


<In a hotel room, Bowie unclips a large trunk and picks up a vinyl black jumpsuit with white stripes, whose legs balloon out to either side, one of his most famous Kansai Yamamoto costumes.>


DB: That is kind of from the Aladdin Sane album. Aladdin Sane was a schizophrenic. That’s counted for lots of the … why there were so many costume changes, because he had so many personalities that each, as far as I was concerned, each costume change was a different facet of personality. This is, likewise, another Japanese costume. [Holds up a silk kimono-like outfit] These are all Japanese … most of this stuff is Japanese, most of my clothes are Japanese. I’ve always been fond of kabuki-style clothes. That’s another Aladdin Sane thing. [Picks up one of his costumes with a lightning bolt on] I found a lightning bolt really represented him. This was the first Japanese costume that I got. Originally worn by a woodland creature. That’s why it has funny little animals on it. It says in there, ‘Yamamoto Kansai, dry cleaning only’. [Laughs]


<Bowie puts on his own eye make-up backstage.>


DB: More than anything else I saw that a lot of my songs were very illustrative and picturesque, and I felt there were other ways of performing them onstage. I was never very confident of my voice, you see, as a singer. So, I thought, rather than just sing them, which would probably bore the pants off everybody, I would like to kind of portray the songs rather than just sing them. That’s really how it started … wanting to portray the material I was writing. I always found that my material … I felt that it was more three-dimensional. I wanted to give it dimension. I wanted to give it some other dimension other than that of just being a song. [Asks person off camera] What time is it?


OFF-CAMERA MALE: It’s eight o’clock on the nose.


DB: Right. Did anybody say how long I’ve got?


OFF-CAMERA MALE: They said five minutes, ten minutes ago. [Laughs]


DB: Did they? It’s a quarter-past-eight start. [Pretends to fall asleep]


<Bowie performs ‘Time’ on stage. He is then filmed sitting on a couch, perhaps back at the hotel, as he answers Yentob’s questions.>


AY: You saw for a long period, or for certainly over the last couple of years, a lot of kids sort of aping you almost, or looking very like you, so that they would dress up and put things on very similar to you.


DB: Yeah.


AY: How did you feel about that?


DB: Well, a lot of it came about starting off like that, but over the last year or so it’s changing, in as much that they’re finding out things maybe nothing to do with me but the idea of finding another character within themselves. I mean, if I’ve been at all responsible for people finding more characters in themselves than they originally thought they had, then I’m pleased, because that’s something I feel very strongly about, that one isn’t totally what one has been conditioned to think one is, that there are many facets of the personality which a lot of us have trouble finding and some of us do find too quickly.


DB: Do you know that feeling you get in a car when somebody’s accelerating very fast and you’re not driving? And you get that ‘Uh’ thing in your chest when you’re being forced backwards and you think ‘Uh’, and you’re not sure whether you like it or not? It’s that kind of feeling. That’s what success was like. The first thrust of being totally unknown to being what seemed to be very quickly known. It was very frightening for me, and coping with it was something that I tried to do. And that’s what happened. That was me coping. Some of those albums were me coping, taking it all very seriously, I was.


AY: Wasn’t it a rather dangerous thing to do, to play the roles?


DB: Well, I didn’t know. When you’re that mixed up – and I’ve been mixed up, man. [Laughs] I mean, really it was … one doesn’t know. One half of me is putting a concept forward and the other half is trying to sort out my own emotions. And a lot of my space creations are, in fact, facets of me I have now since discovered. [Laughs] But I wouldn’t even admit that to myself at the time. That I would put everything … just make everything a little kind of upfront personification of how I felt about things. Ziggy would be something and it would relate to me now, I find. And Major Tom in ‘Space Oddity’ was something, Aladdin Sane. They were all facets of me, and I wasn’t really … I got lost at one point. I couldn’t decide whether I was writing the characters or whether the characters were writing me. Or, whether we were all one and the same.


AY: Would you say that Ziggy was a monster?


DB: Mmm. [Nods] Oh, he certainly was. When I first wrote Ziggy … I mean, it was just an experiment. It was an exercise for me, and he really grew sort of out of proportion, I must admit. Got much bigger than I thought Ziggy was going to be. I didn’t ever see Ziggy as big. Ziggy just overshadowed everything.


<Bowie sings ‘Ziggy Stardust’ on stage.>


AY: How much of Ziggy’s death had to do with his own personality or with the circumstances in which he existed?


DB: Yeah, it was … really it was his own personality being unable to cope with the circumstances he found himself in, which is being an almighty prophet-like superstar rocker who found he didn’t know what to do with it once he got it. Which is … it’s an archetype really, it’s the definitive rock’n’roll star. It often happens and I was just trying to document it as such.


<Bowie sings ‘My Death’ followed by ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Suicide’ on stage.>


DB: Yes, I had a kind of … a kind of strange, psychosomatic death-wish thing, I think. But that’s because I was so lost in Ziggy, I think, again. It was all the schizophrenia.


<Bowie is tied up on stage as he sings ‘Diamond Dogs’.>


AY: It did look as if it was the ghost of Ziggy Stardust you were tying up?
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