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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Elton John and Terry O’Neill first worked together in 1972, and O’Neill went on to take in excess of 5,000 photographs of the artist over the following decades.

The photographs in this book represent the very best of this archive, with many of the images being shown here for the first time.
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introduction

“When it comes to photographic legends there can be few more prolific or revered than Terry O’Neill, the man who shot the greats.”

VOGUE

When I started out as a photographer, I would take my cameras and run, quite literally, from job to job. It was the boxer Henry Cooper one minute, and Winston Churchill leaving hospital the next. Then back to the newspapers to deliver the rolls of film. Before they could start developing them, I was off again. One day, I got lucky. “There’s a band recording over at Abbey Road Studios,” said an editor. “We’d like you to go over and take their picture.”

That band, The Beatles, would end up being one of the most important bands of the 20th century. And, in many ways, that assignment changed the course of my career. Those early images of The Beatles at Abbey Road, taken in 1963, ran the next day and the papers sold out. Pop was hot! And I was not only around the same age as these musicians, but I was also a would-be jazz drummer. My editors knew this, so I kept getting job after job, taking photos of new, emerging musicians, then actors, models, designers – individuals that would define, as Michael Caine recently called it, my generation.

After working with The Beatles, I had a call from Andrew Loog Oldham, the manager of The Rolling Stones. “Terry, I have a new band I am managing, and I’d like you to take their pictures.” I told Andrew that I was too busy to travel to them, but if this new band was willing to visit Soho, then I’d meet them and see what I could do. My initial idea was to make them look like a travelling blues band, so I asked the boys to bring suitcases. Keith Richards told me, years later, that the suitcase he used for the shoot was the first one he ever owned; it still had the tissue paper inside.

Those two relationships with The Beatles and The Rolling Stones led to a career that, when I look back on it now, just makes me smile. How lucky I was. And what a time the Swinging Sixties were, with Michael Caine, Terence Stamp, Jean Shrimpton, Twiggy and Vidal Sassoon, not to mention Frank Sinatra, Audrey Hepburn, Raquel Welch, Brigitte Bardot, and Sean Connery as Bond. We bore witness to a decade that would change everything, with hopeful youth defying the austerity of post-war Britain and setting the country on a new course.

But in the span of about 12 months, from 1969 to 1970, horrible things happened. I witnessed first-hand what excessive drinking and drugs could do to people. The death of Brian Jones was a tragedy, as were the deaths of Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin, who I worked with when she recorded Tom Jones’s television show. And if that wasn’t enough, there was the horrific murder of Sharon Tate, a close friend. Those events left many of us lost.

In the early 1970s, pop music was floundering. The acts that had dominated the previous decade were just not around. The Beatles had officially broken up. Newspapers were on high alert for the next big thing – and they’d ring me frequently to ask if I had heard of any new acts that I thought might have talent, might be the singers that would break the next decade in the same way The Beatles or Stones had; the individual or group with the skill to balance on the shoulders of giants and retake the world of pop music.

I was in America when I first heard Elton John sing. I turned on the radio one day and ‘Take Me to the Pilot’ (1970) was playing. I thought, “Who is this new American singer?” He was special, had a great voice, and I knew right away that he was going to be a big star.

After making a few calls to different managers and PR people, I quickly learned that Elton wasn’t American but English. Born Reginald Dwight in a town close to Watford, just outside London, he was actually living in a flat near London’s Edgware Road. When I was back in the city, I asked his manager if I could come by and take some informal photos – I thought the newspapers and magazines might want to know about this guy, and if he had a record coming out, the photos would definitely run. I had a lot of good editorial connections, and pictures always help with publicity and getting the word out about a new act.

A date and time were arranged for me to take some photographs, and I made my way over to see him. I didn’t know what to expect, but I found an absolutely charming young man wearing rock-star glasses. He was a bit shy, though. I could tell that he wasn’t necessarily all that comfortable with me taking some straightforward shots, so we went to a rehearsal studio nearby, where he changed into a stage outfit and started to play the piano. And, I mean, he was not only playing, but also doing his best Jerry Lee Lewis jumping-handstand leap. On my way out, he gave me a cassette tape of what he was working on. It was labelled ‘17-11-70’ and it was sensational. He was going to be the guy who resuscitated pop music, for sure.

I had a hard time placing those first photos but, finally, Vogue ran them. Elton kept plugging away, then, suddenly, boom! Everyone wanted to know him. And I started to get the calls: “Can you get us more pictures of Elton John?”
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“I liked Elton straight away. I knew he was talented – that’s why I contacted him in the first place – but we connected immediately. He had a nice little flat, complete with a piano, and we had a quick session together for some portraits.”



I’m lucky I followed my instincts that first time I heard Elton play. Those early portrait photos led to a working relationship that has spanned more than 45 years. I was allowed into Elton’s life and captured not only great images of him onstage and backstage, but also memorable and sometimes personal moments of the man behind the star: for instance, working in his office, cheering on his favourite football team, even with his mother and grandmother. In 1988 Elton auctioned off nearly 2,000 items from his personal memorabilia collection at Sotheby’s. The auction was so large that four catalogues were needed, and he asked me to take photos of him surrounded by some of the items he’d be selling: jewellery, art deco and art nouveau furniture, and stage costumes. Just looking at the shots of those costumes – and Elton is known for his extraordinary stage visuals – brings back fond memories of those times. I still consider him a friend and I’ve admired his ability to stay at the top of his game for all these years.
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“People ask me all the time what my favourite Elton John picture is. And I can never really answer that, because Elton graciously gave me so many opportunities to take a great picture. But this one, in colour – thankfully – stands out. It’s his confidence that he developed over time when in front of the camera, my camera – and the outfit.”



In the 1970s, at the start of Elton’s career, I was a working photographer and had a good reputation for getting pictures and knowing how to place them. By this time, besides The Beatles and The Rolling Stones, I worked with numerous musicians and actors, and was one of the first photographers a manager or publicist would call when they needed a job done. The photo agencies all knew my work, too, and I think a lot of the celebrities I worked with appreciated the fact that I was quick with the camera. Relationships are everything in business, and by working with, and producing good images of, celebrities, I counted a few stars as friends.

A few years before I was introduced to Elton, I met Frank Sinatra and began a working relationship that would last until the great singer’s death in 1998. Like Elton, Sinatra was a one-of-a-kind superstar and media celebrity who understood the value of having a photographer like me around to record the moments. Sinatra taught me valuable lessons about taking photos – mainly the art of being invisible. And so, once I got past my own nervousness, he allowed me to follow him everywhere. I replicated this technique with Elton years later.

The early 1970s also gave me the opportunity to work with another young rising British star. The first call I got to work with David Bowie came in 1973, around the same time I started to work with Elton. As with Elton, I ended up working with Bowie for decades, shooting portraits as well as recording studio, stage and behind-the-scenes moments. While different musically, there are some similarities between these three icons, with each one being a musical genius happy to allow me rare access to his personal and professional life.

When the calls came to photograph Elton, it would usually be for a specific assignment. After the release of his first few albums, he was at the top of the charts, and the papers and magazines wanted more. On occasion, I’d go and simply hang out with him wherever he happened to be. But after a while, I could tell he wasn’t comfortable with straight-ahead portrait or candid photography. Unlike Bowie or Sinatra, it was difficult for Elton to pretend that I wasn’t there, lurking around with my camera. Bowie and Sinatra could block me out entirely or use my camera to their advantage. Elton was different, but over time he got more used to it.

In the beginning, I needed to understand how best to work with the star and make him comfortable enough so we could get the photos we needed. I figured out quickly that the trick was to create a shot list of what I thought we’d be able to do and then just walk him through it as quickly as possible. Sometimes, we’d just get lost in his house. It’s often true that the bigger the star, the bigger the collection, and Elton was a bit of a shopaholic. He had collected thousands of records, and his closets were bursting with shoes, scarves and outfits – all the accessories a flamboyant star could wish for. And while some of the clothes were perhaps not my style, anyone could immediately see that he had great taste – in everything. When I asked him to pull out a record from his collection that was special to him – maybe because it was valuable or had particular meaning – without hesitation, he reached for John Lennon’s A Guitar’s All Right John But You’ll Never Earn A Living By It (1975).

Favourite records aside, as soon as the big money started to roll in, Elton began purchasing art, sculpture and rare photographs. In 2016, Tate Modern in London showed his priceless collection of mid-century photography in its exhibition The Radical Eye. He owned one of the first cars with a working television in the back. I remember, too, that the private jets he’d charter for touring – and which I was fortunate enough to take a spin in – usually came with a baby grand piano on board. Even his office had a glass Allen Jones table. I have no idea what he might have paid for it in the mid-1970s, but I know that a similar piece sold at Christie’s recently for more than £700,000.

As well as taking candid shots, Elton and I had hundreds of traditional portrait sessions together. Whether in colour or black and white, they are among my favourite images. The “white feathers” session, sitting outside
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