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Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

Walt Whitman, ‘Song of Myself’, 1892


Foreword: Who Can I Be Now?

During the seventies, David Bowie rewrote pop with a bravado and inventiveness that recalled the Beatles at their zenith. With each album he drew a line, moving on to a new sound/voice/look/philosophy for the next release, swerving artistic dead ends. He stayed fresh, changing collaborators as he might change hairstyles and looking to cultural margins and outliers for inspiration. He lived with ‘antennae always up’, in a phrase coined by Paul McCartney to describe the Beatles. Like them, too, Bowie’s work ethic and hit rate were astonishing, especially during the white heat of 1971–7, a period embracing his career highlights Hunky Dory, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars, Station to Station, Low and “Heroes”, as well as the movie The Man Who Fell to Earth. He was often accused of being cold and detached, and wrote hardly any love songs, but from ‘Five Years’ to “Heroes” his catalogue includes a host of anthems born to be sung along to.

For the generations of songwriters who have come after him, Bowie’s influence is so ubiquitous as to be practically invisible – ‘almost like saying that food is an influence’, in St Vincent’s words, while Janelle Monáe has spoken of him as ‘a part of my musical DNA’. Monáe’s 2010 album The ArchAndroid was part of a conceptual series partly inspired by Fritz Lang’s dark cinematic masterpiece Metropolis, its protagonist a cosmic messianic figure in a sci-fi dystopia. The parallels with Bowie’s imperial seventies phase are plentiful there, and he would have empathized with Monáe’s sexual non-conformism, too. Lady Gaga has readily embraced alter egos, and admits to asking herself, ‘What would David Bowie do?’ when facing an artistic crossroads. In the seventies the British kids who’d seen Bowie performing as Ziggy, a glam-rock peacock, on TV, carried his torch on into punk (Siouxsie Sioux and her Banshees), post-punk (Joy Division), electronica (Gary Numan, the Human League, ABC) and the new romantics (Culture Club, Japan, Spandau Ballet). And how Bowie-esque of Radiohead to follow the all-conquering OK Computer (1997) with the fractured electronica of Kid A (2000), or make 2007’s In Rainbows a pay-what-you-want release, experimenting with market practices as others might tamper with a sample.

At the end of an interview with Bowie in 1997, music paper NME ran down a list of criticisms levelled at him over the years (‘He’s piggy-backing on the credibility of more cutting-edge artists; for all his arty rhetoric, he’s a hammy Broadway trouper of the Judy Garland school’). Then it revealed that they’d all been taken from its own pages between 1972 and 1980 – Bowie’s anni mirabiles. In his prime, he never had a fixed identity, as the rock ’n’ roll stars before him, such as Elvis Presley or the Rolling Stones, did. They became archetypes, but Bowie was something altogether more elusive and mercurial. ‘You never know who you’re getting when you photograph an actor,’ mused David Bailey, who shot Bowie in his Ziggy pomp for Vogue in 1972. ‘And he was always an actor.’ Bowie explored different identities, characters that suggested different ways of being and of interpreting the world. Under the guise of an assumed persona, he could experiment, then move on, skirting repetition and staleness. He might wrong-foot his audience, but he’d never bore them. ‘One of the principles in rock is that it’s the person himself expressing what he really and truly feels,’ he observed in 1987. ‘And that applies to a lot of artists. But to me it doesn’t. It never did.’

Bowie embodied, and relished, contradiction. The alienation and ambiguous sexuality of his most famous creations made him a magnet for those unsure of themselves and their place in the world: outsiders; mavericks. And, naturally, teenagers: the anxiety and isolation that pepper his work endeared him to unsettled adolescents. To a twenty-first century in which the sexual spectrum is considered broader and more nuanced, that seems prescient indeed: the Merriam-Webster Dictionary’s word of the year for 2019 was ‘they’, as a singular personal pronoun used to denote someone of non-binary orientation. And while some dismissed him as a dilettante for cherry-picking from pop and wider pop culture, his magpie tendencies, restlessness and low boredom threshold seem strikingly familiar to us today, increasingly reliant as we are on social media and the internet to satisfy our hunger for stimulation and novelty.

In 2019 London’s Design Museum staged a retrospective on the revered filmmaker Stanley Kubrick that featured a tribute to the auteur from another singular director, Mike Leigh. ‘In a dozen or so films,’ Leigh noted, ‘[Kubrick] demonstrates his remarkably adventurous versatility, endlessly inspiring us to realize that you can be widely varied in form and content, without ever losing your vision and style, or descending into mere eclecticism.’ During Bowie’s golden years, that was his everyday working practice. He remained a pop fan all his life, and was sometimes pilloried for his cavalier filching of ideas from other, often younger artists. (Sounds magazine sniffily compared much of Ziggy Stardust to the work of a ‘competent plagiarist’.) But more often than not, he transmuted whatever he pickpocketed into something that eclipsed the original.

Quite deliberately, Bowie set about collapsing the boundaries between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art – ‘A cross between Nijinsky and Woolworths,’ in his own pithy summation. His interests were broad and catholic. He once said that he was at his happiest reading, and often took a stock of some 1,500 books on tour, redeploying what he’d learned into his songs, spreading the word to his listeners. And if that sometimes led to pidgin philosophy stitched together from eclectic sources, not all of them reliable and some of which he later refuted, that comes with the territory when you’re an autodidact. In 2013 he posted a list of 100 life-changing books he’d read, which became part of the touring exhibition David Bowie Is. It has been seized on by book clubs, including a Twitter edition overseen by his son. In this, as in his multifaceted music, Bowie’s influence lives on.

All that said, for a rock ’n’ roll alien who morphed into Halloween Jack of Hunger City, a cold-eyed Aryan aristocrat and the blind prophet Button Eyes, Bowie’s beginning was decidedly down to earth …
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