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During an interview*, Bowie once said: 

“I change my mind a lot.  
I usually don’t agree with what I say very much.  
I’m an awful liar.”

Talking about David Bowie in different parts of the 
world or in the most disparate contexts, it’s hard not to 
notice how everyone seems to have a different opinion 
about him: from those who exclaim how much his 
music changed their lives to those who simply consider 
him an eccentric; and from those who understand his 
shifting personas to those who find them excessive.

So if everyone perceives Bowie in their own way, what 
was it like for him to live inside such a mind and body, 
with his own thoughts and sensations? 

DAVID

BOWIE

*David Bowie: The Last Interview and Other Conversations, 2016
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Who was David Bowie to David Bowie?

Did he feel more like the lesser-known young man who 
grew up in Bromley, England, to a cinema usherette 
mother and PR officer father, or more the man who 
revolutionized glam rock? 

Did he see himself as Ziggy, Major Tom, or the White 
Duke?

Of the many voices and masks Bowie took on, which 
did he consider his real voice and true face?

The many accounts of those who knew him and who 
experienced at least one side of his character, suggest 
that he spoke a different language – one that was 
comprehensible but as if from an alien planet, an 
unknown world that existed in a parallel dimension. 

Even if we could see him walking down the street 
like anyone else, IT WAS CLEAR HE WAS HEADING 
SOMEWHERE DIFFERENT, THAT HIS SHOES WERE  
TREADING THE GROUND unlike anyone else’s.

From his early successes to the many years he was 
consumed by Los Angeles fervor, Bowie alternated 
almost maniacally between one identity and another: 
from solid to liquid and back, always in a new guise. 
However, all that energy, all that drive to reinterpret 
life each time by harnessing the power of a new avatar, 
slowly wore him down.
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It wasn’t enough for him to channel his energy into 
painting, reading, film, or stars: no one can encompass 
so many souls, embody so many stories for so long 
without collapsing.

This went on until, crushed by the expectations of 
his record company, grappling with a marriage in 
trouble, and marking the time with substance abuse, 
he decided to strip down completely and go back to 
being just Jones, in order to figure out if he still existed 
somewhere in there. Until then, he sought anonymity 
to retreat and heal, without having to pander to external 
pressures and having to be someone else.

He still was an enigma, but he let go of  
everything that had turned him into  
a kind of musical god.

And Berlin was the perfect city to start over in. It was 
a place of two faces; one made of ancient conflicts, 
complexities, contrasting points of view, but also with 
a unique sense of freedom, and the other with the 
excitement that a country in transition can bring.  

Following him through his Berlin years and his albums 
Low and Heroes, we see a version of David Bowie walking 
down the street like any other person, always with a 
bicycle in tow to help him explore the city streets, and 
a fresh, makeup-free, smiling face. The face of a man 
who has found a little peace.

Brian Freschi
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Prologue

“It was like being in a car where the steering had gone out of control  
and you were going towards the edge of a cliff.”

David Bowie, 2005 interview by the BBC

The first song David Bowie released 
under his new name was “Can't Help 

Thinking About Me”...

...A title that spoke volumes 
about what it meant to be 

trapped in his mind...

...And TO have no way out.
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An illuminating song.
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A JOURNALIST TRAVELS TO BERLIN 
TO INTERVIEW DAVID BOWIE,  

JANUARY 1978.

GrAy.

snow.

Cold.

I was sent to Berlin to interview Bowie, 
who was there working on a film.

Journalist.



1918

Iggy, I 
presume.

I could smell  
your stinking 

scratch paper from  
miles away.

This air is intoxicating, 
can you smell it? It 
heals all the shit.

No sleep tonight 
for us, my friend.

I’ll enjoy it after  
a nap. that flight was 

excruciating.

Iggy Pop stood there 
trembling, his body 

emaciated.

HE HAD THE STRIDE OF 
SOMEONE trying to avoid 

an ambush...

...And a smile that  
chewed up his face and 

SPAT it back out.

His eyes 
searched for 

an escape.

JOURNALIST

Like a wild animal who had licked his wounds but hadn’t 
forgotten the taste of HIS OWN BLOOD.

When Bowie and Pop moved there, 
Berlin seemed distant, like a city 

lost in memories.

Old buildings riddled with  
holes, prefabricated buildings, 

vacant windows.

It had dark vibrations, 
like a cage haunted  

by Nazi ghosts.

There was poetry 
in living in a city  
on the margins.

Yet there was an energy,  
a ferment with all the factories 

and warehouses abandoned  
by industry and converted 

into art studios.

The Wall, the Iron Curtain,  
and then East and West.
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Wild bacchanals, HEAVY 
DARK MUSIC, and makeshift 

dance floors.

BUT THERE WAS STILL 
NO TRACE OF BOWIE.

Influence 
each other.

The desperation of living 
in another world.

The stomping  
of people excited 

for change echoed 
off the dingy walls.

They felt like they had come to  
an impasse and were looking  

for a place where they could  
let their imaginations run wild.

And Bowie and 
Pop were drawn 
in like moths to 

the light.

Iggy dragged me all night 
long to every spot and depraved 

corner of the city.

Places full of things  
that were anxious, sordid,  

but tasted of freedom.

With the desire to 
get away from an 

oppressive normalcy.

So, are you in?

Desperate.
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The next morning, Pop took me to the set  
for the movie, the upstairs floor of the Café 

Wien, a sort of lovers' hangout.

a suitable venue for a movie  
about prostitution during  

the Weimar Republic.

BANDS WERE PLAYING OUT-OF-TUNE TANGOS AGAINST 
DIRECTOR DAVID HEMMINGS' DECADENT TABLEAU OF ACTORS 

AND EXTRAS DRESSED FROM A BYGONE ERA.

Caricatures of gentlemen, 
ungainly actors, and extras  

of a bygone era.

THERE WERE BIG YAWNS BETWEEN 
ONE TAKE AND THE NEXT.
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Gitanes cigarettes. 
Spiky reptilian smile.

A Martian studying 
our customs with 

a zoologist’s scowl.

David Hemmings. 
director of Just  

a Gigolo.

and now who's going  
to hear the SCREAMS  

OF MY EDITOR-IN-CHIEF?

I was supposed to fax  
him the article  

by tomorrow morning.

PERHAPS IT IS A DESPAIR THAT 
BERLINERS AND ITS PILGRIMS 
relate to, just LIKE BOWIE.

But people who are reborn, too. 
And who believe, viscerally,  

in something new.

Of drifting, 
incomprehensible 

existences.

What am I doing here? 
What pushes people  

into this world  
of contrasts?

Bowie played a Gigolo, 
fascinating and 

cadaverous, with a 
cold, impassive stare.

The THIN WHITE DUKE 
knows I'm here, but once  

again my chance to 
interview him  

has been drowned  
in an ocean of powder 

and boutonnières.
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IT WAS A DESPERATION THAT CAME 
FROM LIVING IN ANOTHER WORLD.

The set was inspired by the films  
The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari 

(1920) and Metropolis (1927).

Ultimately, after so many masks, who do you see 
when you look at yourself in the mirror?

1974. 
Diamond Dogs Tour.

Bowie, too, had lived in other worlds 
before coming to Berlin. THESE WERE 

YEARS OF EXPLORATION, BUT also,  
of losing his identity.
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Major Tom. 1969. The Thin White Duke. 1975 and 1976.

The Forum. Inglewood.

1976. The Isolar Tour.

Halloween Jack. 1974.

Ziggy Stardust. 1972 
and 1973.

Soul Man. 1974  
and 1975.

Aladdin Sane. 1973.

Thomas Jerome Newton. 
Humanoid alien from The Man 

Who Fell to Earth. 1976.
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David...
You have visitors.

But I’m also a 
tired old man 

these days.

Let me sit down 
a minute.

I wrote everything 
I could, there’s 

nothing else to be 
found but what’s on 

the page.

Everything has become 
dreadfully boring, the artistic 

freedom there was between  
the wars has ceased  

to exist.

If you want to get  
to know Berlin, fly there, 

but leave my book on 
your bedside table.

Never been more  
real or alive!

Oh God. Could  
this be a mirage?

I can’t imagine you 
drinking with me.

I’m sorry if 
 I sound like an 
annoying fan.

But times have 
changed. The city 

has changed.

But could you tell 
me any stories about 

Weimar Germany?

Goodbye to Berlin 
crashed over me like a 
wave. The atmospheres 

it conjured up…

Indeed. The voice of  
a city trying to reassert 

itself after so many 
humiliations.

Where creativity,  
sexuality, and poverty 

collide, it can’t help but 
generate stories.

Don’t take 
everything literally, 

young Bowie...

People forget  
that I’m just a good 

storyteller.

Christopher Isherwood. 
Legendary writer of 
Goodbye to Berlin.

Backstage of the tour.
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That encounter  
changed everything.

If Berlin had been a passion  
that took shape only in the books, music, 

expressionist art that BOWIE loved,  
now it was calling to him.

"Come to me," berlin said.

"Come to me  
to save yourself."
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Chapter 1

“Low was a reaction to having gone through that peculiar…  
that dull greenie-gray limelight of America and its repercussions; 

pulling myself out of it and getting to Europe and saying,  
For God’s sake, re-evaluate why you wanted to get into this in the first place.”

David Bowie, to Charles Shaar Murray, NME, 12 November 1977

Low
 There had been flashes of it for a while, 

that big grAy city, iN THE CORNERS  
OF HIS MIND.

From a young age Bowie had studied  
Max Reinhardt’s theatrical work, 

and especially Bertolt Brecht.

The dystopian, futuristic,  
crazy universes of Fritz Lang 
were also formative for him.

A painter himself, his bookshelves 
overflowed with collections  
on Die Brücke expressionism.

A MOVEMENT THAT CONSIDERED LIFE  
NOT AS A SERIES OF MAJOR EVENTS,  

BUT THROUGH STATES OF MIND.

And then Krautrock, the music 
of Kraftwerk, a European sensibility 

that didn’t fit into American frameworks.




