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Preface

As a photographer I have had the privilege of working with many of the greatest and most iconic music business superstars of the past fifty years. And among a roll call that ranges from The Beatles to Bowie, from the Stones to Sting and from Elton John to Debbie Harry, one of those with whom I most enjoyed spending time in the studio was George Michael.

From the early days, when he first burst on the scene in 1981 as one half of Wham!, the pop duo he formed with Andrew Ridgeley, to the later years when he went on to enjoy even greater worldwide success as a sophisticated and glamorous solo artist, George was always fascinating to work with.

For such an amazingly extrovert and apparently self-assured performer on stage he could be remarkably shy and self-conscious in front of the stills camera. And yet he always knew precisely what look he wanted to achieve and the image he wanted to present to the fans, checking every shot minutely before finally approving it.

It helped our professional relationship that I loved his music and that superbly soulful voice. With his exceptional talents he seemed destined to become one of the greatest artists of his generation, with a long-lasting career stretching in front of him – but tragically that was not to be.

Before his untimely death in 2016, at the age of just 53, he had nevertheless succeeded in establishing himself as one of our most significant cultural icons and one of the bestselling musicians and songwriters of all time, with record sales of 120 million worldwide that are still growing.

At the same time, George became an active LGBT rights campaigner and HIV charity fundraiser, whilst also very privately and anonymously supporting numerous other charities, always avoiding any personal publicity. The full extent of his extraordinary generosity only really came to light after his passing.

His death was mourned by fans around the world, many of whom have written to me or used social media asking me to publish a collection of the images of George taken over the years we worked together.

That prompted the publication of this book, in which I wanted the photographs to speak for themselves, without the need for too many accompanying words.

I hope you will enjoy my memories of an exceptionally gifted, extraordinarily generous and extremely kind and thoughtful man, who thankfully left us a legacy of the most wonderful music that will live long into the future.

Brian Aris

[image: George Michael sits barefoot on a wooden floor, leaning against a pillar, dressed in a denim vest and jeans.]

Introduction

At the pinnacle of his success in the 1980s George Michael was rated one of the top three biggest, best-selling and most iconic pop superstars on the planet. He was rivalled only by Michael Jackson and Madonna in terms of the international number one hits he racked up during the decade, along with a string of multi-million selling albums and groundbreaking videos.

George was blessed with a powerfully emotional voice and an impressive vocal range. He also had a precocious songwriting ability, likened by Elton John to that of Paul McCartney, plus a commanding stage presence and strikingly good looks. In addition, he managed to make an almost seamless transition from boy band teen idol with the duo Wham! to a mature and respected solo artist, taking his original fans with him while winning a whole new adult audience.

By the time of his sudden and unexpected death from heart failure at the tragically early age of just 53, he had altogether sold more than 120 million records during what had been a spectacular 34-year career, with fifteen No 1 singles and eight No 1 albums in the UK, the US and elsewhere around the world. Furthermore, his honours list featured no less than 34 major music business awards, including two Grammies, five Brits and six Ivor Novello Awards.

The many very different categories in which George won these awards highlighted the extraordinary versatility of his talents as well as the full extent of his multiple achievements. At various times he was awarded everything from Best Group to Best Solo Artist, from Favourite Pop/Rock Artist to Favourite Soul/R&B Artist and from Songwriter of the Year to Best Video Director, while his chart success was reflected in awards for International Hit of the Year and Album of the Year, with various individual songs being rated Most Performed of the Year no less than eleven times. He was also honoured overall for his Outstanding Contribution to Music and was posthumously inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.

George was a complex character, who, contrary to all outward appearances, was by nature quite shy and introverted
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But for George, success on this scale came at a price. Despite freely admitting that his early childhood interest in music had been prompted mainly by a longing just to be famous, he soon found himself struggling to come to terms with the reality of what it is like to live your life in the full and constant glare of media publicity that comes with global superstardom.

George was a complex character, who, contrary to all outward appearances, was by nature quite shy and introverted. He struggled to balance the more intrusive aspects of being a high profile celebrity with his yearning for a private life behind the scenes, away from the relentless media attention.

It was after the enormous success of his 1987 debut album Faith and the mammoth 109-date world tour that followed had elevated him to new heights of acclaim and adulation that the accompanying pressures started to become so overwhelming that he deliberately tried to step back from the glare of the spotlight.

Wanting to be judged purely on the quality of his music he insisted on releasing his next album Listen Without Prejudice without his photograph or even his name anywhere on the cover. He didn’t appear in the video that accompanied the first single from the album and refused to take part personally in the promotion or to go on tour. At the same time, he became involved in a bitter, long-running dispute with his record company, which eventually ended with a court judgement that went against George and cost him millions in legal fees. As a result he didn’t release another album for six years and didn’t tour for fifteen years between 1991–2006.

Brian was not quite sure what to expect when the pair arrived in the studio, but his first impression was that it was Andrew Ridgeley who was the main attraction.

Not that he disappeared completely from view during this period. At the Freddie Mercury tribute concert at Wembley in 1992 he produced a blistering, show-stopping performance of Queen’s Somebody to Love. In 1994 he was back at Wembley for the World Aids Day Concert of Hope, invited to take part by Princess Diana, Britain’s Patron of the National AIDS Trust, with whom he subsequently formed quite a close friendship. And in 2005 he took part in the Live 8 concert in Hyde Park, marking the twentieth anniversary of Live Aid.

George had had to deal with personal as well as professional difficulties in the 1990s, the former culminating in his infamous arrest in Beverly Hills in 1998 on a charge of ‘lewd behaviour’ that led to him being out as a gay man. He confronted and overcame what could been a career-threatening scandal by going on television and talking about it with such forthright honesty and an often self-deprecating sense of humour, that he not only survived but thrived, his popularity intact and, if anything, enhanced. In fact, he seemed to have been positively liberated by having his true sexuality out in the open.

[image: A medium shot of a young George Michael in a blue denim shirt, looking at the camera with a slight head tilt.]
Despite unfavourable publicity there were plenty of career highs, with his albums Older (1996), Ladies and Gentlemen (1998), Patience (2004), Twenty Five (2006) and Symphonica (2014) all reaching number one in the UK and elsewhere around the world, while the Twenty Five tour was the most successful of the year 2006–7, with 106 dates in 41 countries watched by 1.3 million people and grossing $200 million. George’s last public performance was at Earl’s Court in 2012 and came at the end of the sell-out 67-date Symphonica tour.

Brian Aris photographed George at key moments during his career, from the early days of Wham! through to his 2005 solo appearance at the Live 8 concert. The images contained in this book reflect the changes in looks and style that accompanied his development as a charismatic and trend-setting singer/songwriter and all-round performer

“All I ever really wanted to do was be a pop star”

When Brian first met the band in October 1983 his first impression was that Andrew Ridgeley was the star. That perception was soon to change, but at the time it was probably not far off the mark. From the moment that the two of them had been thrown together by chance on George’s first day at a new school, going on to become best mates and to develop a shared childhood dream of pop stardom, it was the outgoing and supremely self-confident Ridgeley who provided the early can-do incentive and the positive driving force that helped to make those dreams come true.

George was born in North London in 1963, the third child of immigrant Greek Cypriot restaurant worker Kyriacos Panayiotou and his English wife Lesley. His father, who went on to open his own successful restaurants, had renamed himself Jack Panos soon after arriving in the UK in 1953, purely for the sake of convenience and to help him fit into his new environment, but George grew up as Georgios Kyriacos Panayiotou.

His parents had both been enthusiastic jive and rock ‘n’ roll dance fans who met and did their courting in local London clubs and dance halls and there was always music in the house, albeit mostly Greek. Young Georgios’s earliest musical ambitions can be traced back to when he was given a cassette recorder as a seventh birthday present, thereafter spending many happy hours recording himself singing the pop hits of the day, with his two older sisters and a boyhood pal from down the road supplying backing vocals. “From then on all I ever really wanted to do was to be a pop star,” he later recalled.

[image: George Michael and Andrew Ridgeley pose for a studio portrait. George wears an open blue shirt, and Andrew is in a dark jacket.]
Five years later, in 1975, the family moved from Finchley to Radlett, where Jack Panos had opened a second restaurant, and, having flatly refused to fall in with his father’s plans to send him to private school, Georgios transferred instead to Bushey Meads comprehensive in nearby Bushey Heath. As a new boy joining the school in the second year he knew absolutely nobody else there and the form teacher thoughtfully asked if anybody in the class would like to be responsible for taking him round, showing him the ropes and generally looking after him. It was Andrew Ridgeley who immediately stuck up his hand and volunteered enthusiastically to become his ‘minder’.

This turned out to the ‘sliding doors’ moment that was to play a major part in deciding his future. Looking back over his career in later life, George often reflected on how different things might have been had he not met Andrew when he did.

For the next few days after they were introduced he duly shadowed Andrew everywhere and having soon discovered a mutual interest in pop music, the two of them became inseparable. Both yearned to be famous for something and, having given up on any chance of making his name as a footballer, Andrew was happy to fall in with his new friend’s plans for a tilt at pop stardom.

The duo’s debut single Wham Rap! was released in June 1982

At this stage that was little more than a distant fantasy. Along with another friend, budding guitarist David Mortimer, they would spend hours in each other’s bedrooms, messing about writing and recording songs on cassette tapes and bashing away on the drumkit that George had also recently acquired. Then, when the 1977 film Saturday Night Fever sparked the disco craze, Andrew and Georgios started working together on Travolta-style dance routines that they performed at school discos and a local club. And the following year, Georgios and David Mortimer started busking in Central London tube stations, singing some of their own songs as well as versions of favourite Elton John, Queen and David Bowie numbers.

Things got a bit more serious in 1979 when George, Andrew and David Mortimer, who had changed his name to David Austin, formed a group that they called The Executive, along with Andrew’s brother Paul on drums and a couple of other friends on bass and a second guitar.

[image: Wham! pose between two dark pillars. Andrew Ridgeley has his eyes closed, and George Michael looks upwards.]
Influenced by the success of Ska groups such as Madness and The Specials, The Executive played a couple of very low-key local gigs and got as far as making a demo tape that they took round to a few record labels in the hope of getting a recording contract, only to be met with flat rejection. One by one the members of the group lost interest after that and dropped out, and with 17-year-old George and Andrew both under pressure to concentrate on their neglected A-level studies, the group fizzled out.

In 1981, having finally left school with two A-levels, George was under pressure from his parents to find gainful employment while continuing to pursue what they considered to be the crazy ambition of a career in pop. So he took a series of temporary and part-time jobs, including a regular stint as a disc jockey at a local dinner-dance venue. And it was while travelling to and from the restaurant on the bus that he got the inspiration for what was eventually destined to be one of his greatest hits – Careless Whisper.

Meanwhile he and Andrew were once again polishing their disco dancing routine, accompanying their moves with rap lyrics. One of the lines they used was ‘Wham! Bam! I am a man’ which not only developed into Wham Rap! but also gave the duo their name. And armed with demo tapes of both Careless Whisper and Wham Rap! they at last managed to land a record deal with new start-up label Innervision, run by Mark Dean, who, in turn, had done a distribution deal with CBS. Wham! were on their way.

It was at this point that Georgios, nicknamed ‘Yog’ by schoolmates who struggled with the correct pronunciation of his Greek name, changed his professional stage name to George Michael.

The duo’s debut single Wham Rap! was released in June 1982. To promote the song, George and Andrew, along with Andrew’s girlfriend
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