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Introduction

The book you’re holding is full of brilliant visual portraits of David Bowie, capturing him and his preposterously high cheekbones at every stage of his life – which included far more distinct stages than most humans manage. But the image that might come closest to capturing Bowie in his world-changing totality is an abstract painting by Stephen Finer, built upon the very impossibility of nailing him down. In the portrait, Bowie’s face splays kaleidoscopically outward, as if caught between phases, as if he’s the Sixties folkie, the Seventies glam alien, the clean-cut Eighties hitmaker and more, all at once.

Bowie was the greatest British rock star – maybe the greatest rock star, period – in part because he so casually transcended rock stardom, wielding its inherent poses and absurdities as tools. He was, at heart, a fine artist who turned the creation – and repeated re-creation – of his identity into a medium with as much potency as his music. It’s no coincidence that on one of his earliest and greatest albums, Hunky Dory, he placed, one after the other, equally reverent songs about Andy Warhol and Bob Dylan. Bowie understood that being a rock performer – especially a British one, who would always be aping American sounds, American accents – entailed a certain amount of affectation, of artificiality. One of his many strokes of genius was embracing and amplifying that dilemma.

In his very first record, a 45 recorded with his band the King Bees in 1964, when he was still a suburban kid named David Jones, he affects a bluesy shout, like John Lennon singing “Money”. He was a white British kid imitating a more famous white Brit, who was, in turn, imitating black American performers. And Bowie was great at it: he could’ve sustained an entire little career with just that one pose – not a few rock singers did little more than that.

[image: ]

A brief note on the image-fall within this book: the 40 portraits broadly follow a chronological order, but for aesthetic and editorial reasons the chronology has, on occasion, been altered.

But as Jones changed his name to David Bowie, studied mime, dabbled in theatre, he realized that if playing rock meant inventing a self, why limit oneself to just one? Why not become a cracked actor, refiguring yourself from song to song? Why not turn yourself into a rock ’n’ roll alien with a snow-white tan, a jaded Thin White Duke, or a slightly different alien with reddish hair? Why not expand your very music past the bounds of rock, embracing Philly soul and chilly Berlin electronics? And why stop there?

Bowie treated every photo, every TV performance, as a creation in itself – not as a mere promotional adjunct to the music. He was the first to imagine that a rock concert could be a truly theatrical presentation; his 1974 Diamond Dogs tour, with its cityscape set and elaborate choreography, was a glimpse of the future. When the tour hit Detroit, Michigan, a teenage Madonna was in the audience, taking mental notes. From there, the entire idea of the modern pop spectacle took shape.

Bowie was also a supreme collaborator, who understood decades early that a pop musician could succeed by curating as much as creating – no wonder Kanye West was a fan. Bowie realized he could rework his sound by choosing musicians, letting them do what they did best and then moving on to the next group: the Spiders from Mars never could’ve made Young Americans. On that album, and on 1983’s Let’s Dance, Bowie embraced African–American sounds by simply getting the musicians he’d admired on other records to play for him – an organic version of sampling.

Some of Bowie’s closest collaborators – including keyboardist Mike Garson, guitarists Earl Slick and Carlos Alomar, Let’s Dance producer Nile Rodgers, bassist Gail Ann Dorsey, drummer Zachary Alford, album art designers George Underwood and Derek Boshier and choreographer Toni Basil – offer intimate oral histories of their time with Bowie in this book, as do musicians and artists inspired by him, from Debbie Harry to Cyndi Lauper.

Bowie wasn’t always in control of it all, as much as it seemed that way, as much as he knew how he looked at every angle, how he sounded in every corner of his voice. But even while he was half-crazed on cocaine in the mid-Seventies – famously consuming only that drug, milk and peppers for months – he made some of his best albums, posed for his most unforgettable photos, did some acting.

Decades later, while battling cancer in the final months of his life, he managed to finish a surreal, lovely musical, Lazarus, and one of his finest albums, Blackstar, before promptly passing away, as if he had planned it all out – which wasn’t quite the case.

When Davie Bowie died on 10th January 2016, our loss was nearly immeasurable. This book stands as one of the first attempts to take that measure; to turn and face the strangest change of all: the idea of a world without any more versions of David Bowie.

Brian Hiatt is a senior writer at Rolling Stone magazine in the US.



“THE STARDUST WAS EMBEDDED IN HIM”
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George Underwood


British artist George Underwood designed album-cover artwork for musicians in the 1960s and ’70s, including T. Rex, Mott the Hoople, Procol Harum and, most famously, his lifelong friend, David Bowie. Having abandoned his own foray into music in his late teens, Underwood went on to become celebrated for his figurative oil paintings.





When David and I first met in Bromley, we were about nine years old and both enrolling for the Cub Scouts. He was definitely skinny, but good looking. Strangely enough, our conversation went straight into music. Skiffle was all the rage in those days – there was a Lonnie Donegan record that was popular. Skiffle was kind of an early version of punk in a sense – go and buy a guitar, and you could do it as well. That was the idea, that one day we could have a skiffle group. And David’s enthusiasm was just bursting at the seams.

That was what I liked about him. He was very enthusiastic about everything that he wanted to get involved in. In those days, when I first met him, they were called fads. You’d go in and out of things that you liked, and suddenly you’d brush them to one side and get enthusiastic about something else. David was the master of that, really: he was very good at being eclectic and gathering things around him, and making himself an expert on everything he touched. He could become knowledgeable about any subject in a short space of time.
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THE MAN WHO FELL TO EARTH – GEORGE UNDERWOOD (1975)

This image was used on the 1976 reissue of Walter Tevis’s 1963 novel The Man Who Fell to Earth, published by Pan. Following the King Bees – and despite the offer of a solo contract – George gave up music to focus on art. His studio (Main Artery) coloured the artwork for the covers of Hunky Dory and The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars.

When I say “fads”, it wasn’t just about music. It was haircuts and style and the way you looked, and all those sorts of things as well.

I remember David having a trip to the barber’s and getting what was called a Kennedy cut. A JFK. David would come to school with this new haircut, and we’d all go, “Ooh! It’s a Kennedy cut.” David was very keen to make sure that everyone knew that he was on the ball, as it were: “Oh, is it? OK!” We used to spend hours at school in the gents – the toilets – combing our hair, trying different styles of haircuts and so on. We were as vain as you could be.

The first gig I went to was Buddy Holly and the Crickets – when I tell people that they say, “Blimey, you must be old.” I was 11 years old then. I’m now 69. It was a good start. I was the singer in a band called the Konrads when I was at Bromley Tech. I think David, who was learning the saxophone at that time, was quite impressed when he heard us play.

Eventually, I told the Konrads that I had a friend who played sax and they asked me to bring him along to rehearsals. We played a few gigs together, and eventually, when I left the band, David took over as the singer and sax player.

The funny thing was, David wasn’t the only future rock star hanging around – Peter Frampton’s dad, Owen, was our school art teacher, and he asked me to teach Peter guitar. I taught Peter the chords of “Peggy Sue” and told him to keep practicing. Of course, he was a total natural, and a week later he was playing it better than me, and had his own band, the Little Ravens.
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PORTRAIT FOR PYE – CYRUS ANDREWS (1966)

David photographed by Cyrus Andrews in a portrait session in 1966 to promote his first single under the Bowie moniker. In September 1965, David had adopted the name “Bowie” to avoid confusion with the Broadway star and soon-to-be Monkee Davy Jones. The shots were taken for the record label Pye who released the single “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” by David Bowie and the Lower Third.
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DAVID AND GEORGE (1972)

David (wearing a Clockwork Orange T-shirt) and George (adopting a different smoking angle) during Ziggy’s tour of the US in 1972.

What was great about Bromley Tech – the school we were at – was that it had a stairwell outside the art room, which had great acoustics. So when it was raining – they called it a “wet break”, when you’d have to stay in because it’s pouring with rain – I brought a guitar in, and we used to sit on the stairwell. A load of the other kids would come and listen as well, and David was a great harmonizer; we did a lot of Everly Brothers and Buddy Holly stuff, and that was the beginning of our little bands that we got together.






David and I used to walk up and down Bromley High Street trying to pull the birds, basically. When it came to chatting up girls, we used to have such a laugh. We’d put on American accents or do something crazy… I remember once we were chatting up these girls and said we’d “just flown in from America”, in American accents; that we were backing singers for the Everly Brothers; that we were actually in the band. And these girls were wide-open-mouthed. And David was just brilliant at it, you know; when it came to putting on accents, or mimickry, or anything like that, he was a gem.

David and I would do a sort of Pete and Dud act, you know, and just ad lib all the time. I miss his humour as much as anything else; he really was an entertaining, funny man. I think he was always able to switch it on. It’s about being relaxed in front of people, and that’s what David was… Probably, as time went by, I could see in interviews he was sometimes uptight about certain things; could see he wasn’t quite relaxed. With me he could be dull, you know? I didn’t expect him to perform in front of me, so we could just be as we were, naturally, without any audience.

Anyway, there was this girl at school and she had a friend who wasn’t so pretty, and David used to say, “I don’t like yours.” He was always fooling around. And I said, “No, no, no, that’s yours, mate, I’m not having the other one.” We were both keen on this girl, and I said to David, “How are we going to talk to her?” She seemed so untouchable… And I said, “I’ve got an idea” – my fifteenth birthday was coming up – “why don’t I have a party and invite her over? Then the best man’ll win. But at least we can start talking to her.” So the party started – I invited her – and then everyone was drunk by about eight o’clock, it was terrible; there was so much alcohol that people had brought. David was absolutely wrecked, I remember my mother going over to him and pulling him by the shoulder because he had his head down on the table. “Are you all right, David? Can I get you a coffee?” And he said, “Oh, fuck off,” and I thought, Oh, Christ. I’ve never said that to my mum! He was totally out of it.
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FIRST ALBUM COVER SHOOT – DAVID WEDGBURY (1967)

This shot was taken by David Wedgbury, who was, at the time, an uncredited Decca photographer for the image on the reverse of David Bowie’s eponymous first album. Although very similar, the image on the front cover of the album was credited to Gerald Fearnley. The record was released on 1st June, 1967… the same day the Beatles released Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

I managed to sort of make this date with the girl the following week at this youth club, but David told me she couldn’t make it, which wasn’t true. She was there waiting for me for an hour. It was a bastard thing to do, really. It was just out of order. I was fuming about that. I mean, I’d never even kissed the bloomin’ girl. You know, it was crazy. I’m not a fighter by any stretch of the imagination, but I was furious. David had been bragging about how he’d been going out with this girl who I’d wanted to go out with, and then she didn’t want to go out with me, telling a whole pack of lies, basically, to my mates. I told a friend what had happened and he said, “Blimey, if that was me, I’d go over there and smack him one.” And I thought, well, perhaps I ought to. Perhaps that’s what you’re meant to do. I ended up doing it. It was a stupid thing to do.

It was only a week later, after I’d come back from my errand round I did every Saturday morning, my father said to me, “You never told me you punched David Jones in the eye.” And I thought, aye-aye, what’s going on here? I said, “I didn’t think there was any need to tell you, Dad, why?” He said, “Oh, I’ve just had his father on the phone and he’s been rushed to Moorfields Eye Hospital.” Oh my God. The shit hit the fan, and I went and saw him in hospital and said how sorry I was and everything, and, God, that was difficult, I can tell you, that was a toughie. And trying to explain it to his father – that was painful. It’s weird thinking back on that really. But, you know, I just hope it’s not engraved on my tombstone.
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R&B ROCKER – DAVID WEDGBURY (1964)

A 17-year-old “Davie” Jones in 1964 in promotional shots taken by David Wedgbury for the group the King Bees. Their first single (and Bowie’s) “Liza Jane” was realeased on 5th June, 1964 and featured Bowie on vocals and sax as well as George Underwood on guitar. The single had little impact on the charts and Bowie left the group soon after to join the Manish Boys.

We kind of glossed over that: “It’s not worth it.” We never saw the girl again. It was such a stupid thing to get worked up over. So I kind of had to live with that. David did say later that I did him a favour, because it gave him his unusual look. That’s why his left eye looks like that, of course.

We used to email each other towards the end – and we were talking about getting old, and I said, “Every time I look in the mirror I see my dad.” And he said, “That’s funny, every time I look in the mirror, I see your dad as well.” That was the sort of humour he had.






When we both left school, he went on to a little advertising agency, and I went on to art college. We’d meet up, he was always coming round my house; we were always playing music. And when he was at this agency, one of the guys who worked there was a jazz enthusiast, and he used to say to David, “Could you go round to Dobells record store and get me this record that I’ve ordered that’s come in?” It was the very first time I heard Bob Dylan, in fact – The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. Charlie Mingus, Oh Yeah, which had Roland Kirk on it. It was an amazing introduction to jazz and all sorts of other music that ended up being hugely important to both of us.

I was at Haddon Hall – David and Angie’s home, a gothic-mansion apartment in Beckenham – when he first played “Suffragette City” to me on his 12-string, and he said, “Oh, I’ve just written this. What do you think?” There were quite a few of us there, it wasn’t just me, and he was doing the chorus – “Suffragette City… ya ya ya” and I shouted out, “Wham bam, thank you ma’am”. And he said, “Oh, we’ll keep that in.” It fitted perfectly. I can’t really take the credit – it was only because of David that I knew about “Wham Bam Thank You Ma’am” in the first place – it was one of the songs on that Mingus album!

One of the records we were listening to was by John Lee Hooker. And I was saying to David, “It’s a strange way he plays guitar. Try something similar.” So we called ourselves the Hooker Brothers, and we did John Lee Hooker numbers and Muddy Waters stuff as well. We did an interval set at something called the Bromel Club, at the Bromley Court Hotel, in Bromley, when the band went off for an interval, and a lot of our mates would rally round and cheer us on. It was fascinating. It was a learning curve.

And course, David being David, he was into something else the next week. The band didn’t last much longer than a few weeks… But then David said, “We’ve got to get a decent band together,” and he advertised for a band in Melody Maker and found these three guys from Fulham, which was quite a long way from Bromley, but we used to go on the train and see them and rehearse. And that was the King Bees.

I was playing guitar and singing, David was singing with me; we were harmonizing together. You know, “Hoochie Coochie Man”, “Got My Mojo Working”. All the type of songs that all the beat bands were doing at that time. We weren’t writing our own material at all. Apart from that “Liza Jane” thing that we recorded: David and I sat down in my mum and dad’s house and managed to bash that out one afternoon. The King Bees were just one of many bands at that time doing R&B and blues and stuff.






Back when we were at school, in 1962, we went to see Little Richard, who was David’s hero. (Buddy Holly was mine, I guess – I actually got his autograph.) And about eight or ten of us from school got a block of tickets, where we were about six rows back from the stage – fantastic seats. It was this amazing package tour – Sam Cooke was on the same bill. So we’re watching the show, and Little Richard climbs on top of his white piano while he’s singing. It was a fairly slow number as I remember. All of a sudden, he goes, “Ooh, argh”, holding his heart. I was sitting right next to David – David looked and me and he said, “What’s going on?” and I said, “I don’t know.” And Little Richard fell on to the floor from the top of his piano – that’s quite a long drop; we thought, something’s definitely happening here.

David was getting very agitated, and then the MC came on and said, “Is there a doctor in the house?” Then we noticed all the musicians were crowded all around him, and David said, “Oh, we’re seeing history being made here.” He was actually convinced that he was dying on stage, and what happened was, all the musicians went back to their instruments, and the microphone was lying right by Little Richard’s hand on the floor, and he picked it up and went, “A wop bop…” etc. and did “Tutti Frutti”. And that’s when David starting learning about showmanship, that wonderful other thing – he saw rock ’n’ roll could be a real performance. Amazing. Getting the audience to be so concentrated on you and then coming out with a number like that… It was just magic. And David cherished that moment for a long time. It was theatre.

We had people like Screaming Lord Sutch, who used to come on stage in a coffin… Which was great theatre, you know? And of course you’ve got lots of other bands who were doing theatrical things. We had Nero and the Gladiators, who used to dress up as gladiators… But David wanted something more than that. I could see David wanted to mix up everything together, and that’s what he did.
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SPACE ODDITY – DAVID BEBBINGTON (1969)

Taken in August 1969 by David Bebbington, this shot shows a hirsute David in his “space suit” at his home Haddon Hall, Beckenham, South London. Bowie had released the single “Space Oddity” the month prior in the UK and it reached number 5 in the charts with the BBC using it as background music for its moonlanding broadcast. It was released in August in the US, but couldn’t get higher than number 124. The following year the single won The Ivor Novello award for originality.

Nothing is completely original, to my mind. I think there’s always a link to something that’s been before, whether it be in art or music; you’ll always be able to find some kind of tenuous link somewhere that these things spring from. But I don’t think that’s faking it. Artists are allowed to steal, but not to copy – that’s the premise, I think. The thing about David is that when you look at the real deal, they’re faking it as well.






The King Bees ended because David said to us, “Ah, I’m leaving.” We didn’t know at the time, but he’d been rehearsing with another band. “Oh.” But of course, David was ambitious and competitive. Our band wasn’t that great, and I could see he wasn’t going to be standing still for too much longer. I was a bit upset, of course, that it had to happen like that, but the manager of the King Bees, Leslie Conn, took me to one side and said, “Don’t worry, George, I’ve got an idea, [record producer] Mickie Most is looking for a solo artist.” Mickie Most was a big deal then, but he’d only done groups like The Animals… He’d never done a solo artist. I was shitting myself because I had to go and sing in front of him, in this little office. So I went up there, a bit nervous, and halfway through the song he said, “Stop!” and I thought, Oh, I’ve blown it, but he said, “George, I’d like to record you.” It’s like winning The X Factor. I suddenly had a five-year recording contract with Mickie Most, just like a few weeks after David had quit the band. Well, you can imagine, David was not too pleased about that. He was a bit pissed off, actually, and he didn’t talk to me for a while.

Basically I’d taken the shortcut… I hadn’t paid my dues, really. As far as he was concerned, you’ve got to be on the road for three or four years before you get that. But, anyway, I was lucky. It wasn’t for me, though. I realized I wasn’t the right kind of person for that business. So I quit, went back to art college, finished my course, and then went on to be a designer and all the rest of it. If I’d been in that business I wouldn’t be talking to you now. I’d have been a casualty. I probably wasn’t very good at saying no. There are too many things out there to fuck you up, and I think I was probably going to go in that direction. In fact, I think I had a bit of a breakdown. I didn’t want to do it any more.

David was just about getting there. This is just before he did “Space Oddity”, but it was kind of leading up to his first hit. His father died, and then he got this award for “Space Oddity”. And I think that was the beginning of his rise to stardom.

He’s a difficult person to pigeon-hole. I think he was searching, as they say. Like we all are, in one sense or another. But he realized that he hadn’t found his voice. As an artist you’re not satisfied until you find exactly what fits you, and you feel comfortable with it. I think that he, as a songwriter, was learning his craft. He was still learning how to write songs.






I went to the American tour in 1972, and he offered for me to go to his Japan tour, and I said no. I’d only been married a year, and it wasn’t exactly a good start to a marriage to go on a rock ’n’ roll tour. So I said, “No, I’d better go back and do my art. Anyway,” I said, “if I was going to come to Japan, what would I be doing?” And he said, “You could do backing vocals… ”. No, no, no! My days with the music business were over by then, and I was ready to try and do some painting, basically, which is what I’m doing now.

David asked me if I could do, not a likeness of him so much, but a character called Ziggy Stardust that he wanted, maybe, to put on posters, etc. It had David Bowie written on it, but Ziggy Stardust was to be on there, as if it was a cartoon character. It wasn’t actually intended to look like him. It was a generic version with David Bowie in mind… I can’t explain it. One time they were talking about doing an animated cartoon. That was one thing that came up. It never happened. David had talked about the Ziggy character coming from various people; he mentioned Vince Taylor, who was a rock ’n’ roller from the late-Fifties/Sixties: he was on TV here, a black-leather-dressed rocker, who went over to Paris.

Some years later, when Taylor had been forgotten about over here, we were hanging out, and suddenly someone told us, “Vince Taylor is in London!” We couldn’t believe it, but then Vince Taylor himself, with his dyed-black hair, came into the Giaconda – this coffee shop in Denmark Street, in Tin Pan Alley, where all the musicians used to hang out – and said to everyone in there, in this pseudo-American accent, “I’m havin’ a party, and you’re all invited! And the party’s gonna last for two weeks!” It was in Park Lane – a very expensive part of London – and he gave us the address, and, lo and behold, that night it was absolutely teeming with people. But, to cut a long story short, he was a bit bonkers. I think he’d taken a bit too many drugs or something. Everyone knew that he was a bit crazy; he had a gun holster and a gun, which I was a bit worried about!
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