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For Spike Reeve-Daniels.

A Starman is born.


PREFACE

THIS IS A book about Ziggy Stardust, the alien pop star who inhabited the mind, voice and trousers of David Bowie from, roughly, late 1971 until his death on stage at the Hammersmith Odeon on 3 July 1973.

It is the story of how Ziggy entered Bowie’s head and what happened once he got there.

It is the story of how long it took human civilisation to arrive at the concept of Ziggy Stardust and how short it took for one human to do his bidding before resorting to suicide.

This book is mostly the story of Ziggy Stardust but only sometimes the story of David Bowie.

All events, places and characters in this book are based on factual documentary evidence and eyewitness testimony.

This book was written out of love –

For Ziggy, Ronno, Weird and Gilly.

For art and outer space.

For glamour and rock ’n’ roll.

For youth and hope.

For glitter and nail paint.

And for all those who, like its author, choose to live looking up at the stars.

Simon Goddard

Telephone kiosk 0207 734 8719

London


PROLOGUE

THE EVE OF NO MORE

‘Since the dawn of time over 100 billion human beings have walked on this planet.

Now, 100 billion is about the number of stars in our Milky Way galaxy. This means that for everyone who’s ever lived there could be a star.

Stars are suns with planets circling around them. So isn’t it an interesting thought that there’s enough land in the sky for everyone to have a whole world?

We don’t know how many of those worlds are inhabited, or by what kinds of creatures, but one day we should know. Perhaps by radio. Perhaps by other means. Perhaps by contact.

The impact of that on the human race will be profound.’

ARTHUR C. CLARKE

TO ANY EYES of any creatures on any worlds that might be peering across the gulf of space to the planet Earth, it is a Tuesday just like any other Tuesday. So named by England’s Nordic ancestors after their god of war, Tiw. Or as the Romans called him, Mars.

Just another day of Mars in the city of London. Mankind swarming to and fro in its infinite complacency. Sweetly oblivious to any remote yet penetrating interstellar gaze. Blissfully unaware that anyone or anything out there in the endless outreach of space might be tuning in, trying to decipher and decode the strange signals of human life. That their words, phrases, songs, sounds, wild halloo and brutal noise could be echoing through the cosmos towards alien ears in a random transmission of exotic gibberish. Of work-to-rule, IRA, strip-kings, picket lines, Double Diamond, Nimble, Mark Phillips and Princess Anne. Of upstairs, downstairs, Watergate, Follyfoot, Fenn Street, Colditz and ‘Honey, can the can’. Of Hawkeye, Hot Lips, Bobby Crush, Elephant Boy, Edward Heath, Idi Amin and Dave Allen At Large. Of ‘Skweeze me!’, ‘It’s frothy, man’, ‘Stay on the bus, forget about us’, ‘Wombling free’, ‘Nice one, Cyril’ and ‘Is there life on Mars?’

As the planet spins the sun shines high and bright over London, hitting 25 degrees as the clock tightly ticks towards noon. Our focus drifts south, to the edge of the city in the suburb of Bromley, through the streets where H. G. Wells once scampered with youthful dreams of mankind’s annihilation. On the lawn outside Princes Plain School for Girls there is a deathly hush of anxiety. Detective Superintendent Alan Jones and his ‘softly, softly’ squad are gently prodding their fingers of suspicion at the teenage pupils. Jones believes one of them may be responsible for the kidnap of a seven-week-old baby girl from her mother’s pram; the child was later discovered alive, just, covered in flies and maggots at the foot of an oak tree in nearby woodland and is now fighting for her life in hospital. Such is the cruel nature of crime on this day of Mars: of headless torsos found half buried in mudbanks; of car bombs and hunger strikes; of babies freely snatched from unattended prams to be found in clumps like unpicked daisies on every high street.

A jolt north to Catford, home of the baby girl’s mother, where an all elbows and Instamatic-camera rabble gather around the entrance of a new supermarket to see a 45-year-old TV star cut the ribbon. ‘It’s the biggest crowd I’ve ever seen!’ declares Bruce Forsyth, tossing apples and comic books at boggle-eyed children as the Band of Life Guards skirl into activity encouraged by the baton twirls of comic mascot ‘Major Saver’. Those who don’t immediately encircle Forsyth in a jig of waving pens soon set the tills ringing with Koo marmalade, Chiltonian biscuits and the impulsive extravagance of some Hirondelle table wine; praying the latter’s reward of a fuzzy head and double Green Shield stamps will justify the havoc wreaked upon that week’s housekeeping. Others peruse the home-furnishings department with childish wonder, staring with impoverished sadness at their moping convex reflection in a Swan Regal kettle or stroking covetous paws across the scientific miracle that is the Goblin Teasmade. Such is the substance of material dreams on this day of Mars: of Servis Supertwins, of Vymura wallpaper, of Wyclox Moonbeams.

Our attention is grabbed by fresh hysteria now echoing from the grassy courts of Wimbledon’s All England Lawn Tennis & Croquet Club. Today, in what is being billed as the ‘Battle of the Heartthrobs’, quarter-final war is being raged with ball and racket between national pride Roger Taylor and a formidable 17-year-old string-bean Viking named Bjorn Borg. Taylor is this year’s number-three favourite; formerly sixteenth until a mass boycott by players in support of controversially suspended Yugoslavian Niki Pili´c greatly exaggerated his odds. Taylor sweats and puffs to match victory but is unable to prevent the stands quaking with the contagious aftershock of his opponent’s oestrogen-boiling beauty. A girl from Bromley is canvassed for her opinion by a reporter outside the grounds. ‘When I see Borg,’ she sighs, wilting in the afternoon heat, ‘I think, WOW!’ Such are the simply stirred loins on this day of Mars: by shining knights of Cassidy and Osmond, by fair maid Susans Lloyd and Stranks.

Evening approaches. A scorched scent hangs in the air over Battersea Pleasure Gardens, still smouldering after this morning’s inferno when dolphins Flipper and Bubbles only just avoided being poached alive in their pool. Across the river, in the heart of the city, work-weary drones snatch the evening paper from peachy-cheeked vendors before scampering underground, squishing their fraying tempers together in smoky cylinders to digest it in silent contortion, grateful for whatever mental diversion from bodily discomfort it can bring. Actress Betty Grable, cultivator of a pair of legs magnificent enough to be insured for $1 million by Lloyd’s of London, has died of cancer, aged 56. And in Oxford, a teenage boy has been jailed indefinitely for an unprovoked attack on a meths-drinking Irish tramp whom he robbed of 1½ pence after beating to death with a brick. The boy’s defence blames the influence of the recent film A Clockwork Orange. In sentencing, the judge agrees the film has ‘produced a canker among the impressionable young which all reasonable people desire to see stamped out at once’.

Like trapped nerves the commuters flinch and shudder over the gory particulars of the ‘Clockwork Killer’ while above their heads in Leicester Square queues form to see the same source of youthful canker at the Cinecenta. On the other side of the square at the Empire they’re drawn by the equally dystopic lure of Soylent Green, mankind’s vision of an over-populated future fifty years hence where the best available solution is state-rationed cannibalism. It is the last film to star Hollywood veteran Edward G. Robinson who died in January and whose renowned art collection has been auctioned today a few hundred yards away in Sotheby’s. One particular dealer from New York leaves the sale £270,000 lighter in the pocket after paying a record sum for Robinson’s most treasured ‘blue period’ work by Pablo Picasso, himself buried in the grounds of his French chateau only weeks ago. Catalogued as ‘La Mort (La Mise Au Tombeau)’, it is one of the Spaniard’s many tributes to his best friend, the poet Carlos Casagemas, who committed suicide by shooting himself in the head in a Montmartre café, here immortalised as the swaddled Jesus-like centrepiece of a crowd of mourners. The tragic lyricist who ended his life so publicly. ‘La Mort’, ‘My Death’, waiting like a Bible truth and a beggar blind. So the gavel strikes and the stars align with perfect poignancy on this day of Mars.

Westwards now, past parks, parliament and palace, beyond hospital and harbour, over sauntering pedestrian and squashed passenger, on bus and train, on foot and bicycle; above the squeaking handpumps and chiming cash registers of Arms, Dukes, Lords, Oaks and Princesses, the sound of lips smacking on Courage and Watneys Red, sucking on Rothmans and Dunhill, glasses chinking the midweek merry melodies of Pernod and Cutty Sark. Until, finally, our appointed place. Where the river Thames bends in coquettish horseshoe, as if carving so unmistakable a shape to guide all roving eyes ashore. Hear its murky waters softly lapping, beckoning us upon the northern bank to Hammersmith. Past the low rafters of Riverside Studios, once haunted by the cries of Bernard Quatermass, sidling through the byways and balconies of Queen Caroline and Peabody estates – ‘no cycling, roller skating, cricket, football, ball games, hawkers, canvassers or street musicians here’, if you please.

Almost there, now stretching before us the elevated concrete serpent of the Westway, just three years young, trembling with the thunder of Austin Allegro, Vauxhall Viva and Hillman Imp, a tuneless hum robust enough to vibrate the bones in St Paul’s churchyard below it; the rotting femurs and fibulas of forgotten Barbaras, Esthers, Williams, Johns and Georges who perished centuries ago never knowing the sweet perfume of petroleum exhaust nor the thrill of putting a tiger in one’s tank.

The hour and place upon us on this day of Mars, the scent of fate hangs heavy, fogging the summer air opposite St Paul’s outside the Odeon cinema. Not merely because this week’s feature presentation is a comedy about funeral arrangements, Billy Wilder’s Avanti! starring Jack Lemmon. Death knows this building only too well. Just two days ago, on Sunday afternoon, its flip-up felt seats were warmed by the bony buttocks of pensioners paying five pence apiece for the promise of tapping their toes to a tunesome recital by organist Laurence James. They instead endured the unexpected trauma of witnessing said Mr James, a mere 53 years-old, flop upon the keyboard and croak his life’s last chorus before he’d so much as chirruped ‘Any requests?’ The reaper has wet his scythe once here this week. Tonight he returns for an encore.

There will be no Avanti! at the Odeon this evening. The projector stands silent, Lemmon’s wisest cracks restrained in their film canister until tomorrow when normal service is resumed. It is for fleshly, rather than flickering, spectacle that glorious commotion now stirs upon its steps in the dusky shadow of the Westway. Policemen without coats boil with bewilderment at the swarm of little monsters encircling them. A hurricane of fabric and facial fancy: pinks, purples and scarlets; gauchos, Crusoes and Johnny Halfmast; high waistbands, deep cuffs and daggered lapels; denim, gingham and rayon; loonpants, tubetops and slingbacks; leopard print, polyester and lycra; the caped, the tight-buttoned and the bare-navelled; in mauve bangles, button badges and faceted necklaces; hair sprayed, spiked and coppery red, Wood Nymph blonde and flowing free, streaked with timid shocks of blues gone wrong, even-winged and centre-parted; nails murky gold, liquorice black and lichen green; eyelids turquoise and Tic-Tac orange, boy and girl; faces gashed in lipstick zigzags, black-mouthed, silver-eyelashed, Pierrot-cheeked, a Miners’ panstick parade of stars, symbols and reptilian scales on every other jowl, neck and forehead.

On the hoarding above the entrance: ‘From 8 p.m., We’re All Working Together With David Bowie.’ Yet on every available pillar, it is the sacred image of their saviour.

Their Starman.

For this is no ordinary day of Mars. This is judgement day for its Spiders and crucifixion for its cosmic messiah. The man who fell to Earth to rip a rainbow in an oblivion of grey. The file in the sponge cake beckoning the wretched to hack through the bars of their Green Shield stamp prison. The embellisher of the drab. The twister of teenage necks from the gutter to the stars. The liberator of the slaves to duty and conformity. The nail-varnished hand outstretching to the lonesome and unloved. The greatest pop star of all time. The greatest pop star of all space. Who tonight will commit rock ’n’ roll suicide live on stage at the Hammersmith Odeon.

Today is Tuesday, the third of July, 1973.

The day of the death of Ziggy Stardust.


‘If you really want to make an apple pie from scratch,
you must first invent the universe.’
CARL SAGAN

ONE

THE DREAM

THE HISTORY OF Ziggy Stardust is the history of a thought. A wild and beautiful thought. A dwelling on the infinite mystique of a bewitching otherness. A dream, a fear, a fantasy, a wonder which humanity would knead, sculpt, chisel, clothe, polish, adorn and bejewel for hundreds and thousands of years until it maximised and crystallised as flesh, bone, fabric and song in the mind and trousers of David Bowie.

It is a story as old as time. It is a story as old as the stars that sent him. It is a story which begins, as it will end, somewhere in the vicinity of Yorkshire.

Yorkshire. Land of suicide crags and boggy moors the dun colour of dismay. Where half the genes of the boy who would be Ziggy were fashioned in Doncaster, birthplace of his father. Where the men blessed to become the Spiders From Mars were incubated in the East Riding. And where westwards near Bingley the story of all cosmic origin found its voice in the village of Gilstead. There, in 1915, a different sort of Starman was born to local wool merchant Ben Hoyle and his Beethoven-loving pianist wife, Mabel. They christened him Frederick. Fred Hoyle of Gilstead. The man who taught the world that all the elements in the known universe were first created in the centres of stars like our own sun; that when stars spent their energy they exploded in a supernova dispersing those elements out into the cold infinity of space until the process began all over again, gas and dust clumping together to form new stars, new planets and new life-forms. Cosmologist, astrophysicist, author, radical. And the midwife of the actual birth of the universe.

The boy who would be Ziggy was just two years-old, crawling around a terrace in Brixton the day Hoyle unconsciously kissed history, on Monday 28 March 1949. Hoyle, then a 33-year-old maths tutor at Cambridge, had been invited by the BBC to present a radio lecture on new developments in cosmology. He began by announcing he’d ‘reached the conclusion that the universe is in a state of continuous creation’, a eureka moment he’d stumbled upon without spending years cricking his spine bent over a telescope, or agonised nights of algebraic insomnia, but by a chance visit to the cinema.

Three years earlier he’d been to see the Ealing studios’ drama Dead Of Night, a collection of five horror stories told through the linking narrative of an architect’s visit to a country farmhouse. In the opening scenes the architect drives to the house where the owner introduces him to a group of strangers, all of whom he believes to have already met in a previous dream. At the climax of the film the architect realises everything he and the audience have seen and heard for the last ninety minutes is also a dream when he is suddenly awoken at home in his bed by a ringing telephone. He answers and speaks to the owner of a farmhouse inviting him to visit for the weekend. He automatically accepts, slightly puzzled by a nagging sense of déjà vu. The closing credits roll over the same scenes of his arrival at the farmhouse seen at the start of the film, the doomed architect evidently trapped for eternity in an endless looping nightmare.

It was this simple cyclical plot of a horror film which inspired Hoyle and his Cambridge colleagues Hermann Bondi and Thomas Gold to propose an ageless universe with no beginning and no end, forever repeating on itself for infinity. Hoyle used his March 1949 BBC broadcast to promote this same ‘steady state theory’ while taking meticulous care to debunk rival ideas about cosmic origins. The most popular alternative was one supported by America’s Edwin Hubble, whose study of light spectra from distant galaxies revealed convincing evidence of an expanding universe – one which must, if still expanding, have logically once started from a finite point of nothingness.

‘These theories,’ Hoyle scoffed, ‘were based on the hypothesis that all matter in the universe was created in one big bang at a particular time in the remote past.’

Hoyle chose the childlike phrase ‘big bang’ to belittle the expanding universe argument as naïve. Except by doing so he coined a metaphor so simple and accessible it very quickly became the century’s standard model of cosmology. One he’d detonated, by mistake, through nothing more than Yorkshire sarcasm.

So it was that Yorkshire gave the universe the genes of Ziggy, the Spiders From Mars and the big bang. And so it was that the big bang gave the universe Yorkshire, the Spiders From Mars, the genes of Ziggy and the universe itself.

Nearly 14 billion years ago an unfathomable void of nothingness erupted in an unstoppable spewing of light and heat. An edgeless maelstrom of fire and ash. A fullness as unimaginable as the emptiness that preceded it. A raging intergalactic blizzard which cooled for an eternity to form the first stars, living and dying billions of years before our sun existed. Stars which vanished in supernovas hurricaning more stardust back into space, taking new eternities to form new stars, new planets and, eventually, new life.

The same stardust that created the enveloping sphere of the world now surrounding you including the eyes you use to read this page and the tips of the fingers that turn them. The page itself, whether paper or liquid crystal. The fabric against your skin and the floor beneath you. The bricks and glass that house you and the streets, hillocks and estuaries beyond them, from the sands of Ibiza to the marshes of the Norfolk Broads. The atoms of everything and everyone that has ever existed or ever will exist. Beethoven’s tuning fork. The spokes of H. G. Wells’ bicycle. Gustav Holst’s baton. The brylcreem in the hair of Elvis Presley and Vince Taylor. The black plastic shading Andy Warhol’s eyes from the Manhattan daylight. The lens of Stanley Kubrick. The blood trickling from the slashed torso of Iggy Pop. The tree hacked down to make Ronno’s white Les Paul. The coat of red paint on a model K2 phonebox in Mayfair. The first bass drum on ‘Five Years’ and the last violin on ‘Rock ’N’ Roll Suicide’. All of it. Every molecule. Made of stardust.

THE WORD ‘STARDUST’ has been in our vocabulary for less than two hundred years. It appears neither in the Bible nor any of the works of Shakespeare. The Oxford English Dictionary records its entry into the language in the year 1844, meaning ‘lots of small stars that look like dust through a telescope’. By 1879 the definition was added of ‘dust that supposedly falls from outer space to the earth’. But even then, in the late Victorian age, as H. G. Wells wrote in The War Of The Worlds of ‘an oblong profundity with the stardust streaked across it’, humans remained largely oblivious to this wonder of their origins and that of the cosmos itself.

The history of Ziggy Stardust is the history of that stardust which became the human race. As soon as the first humans had dragged themselves upright to gaze at the night sky they started to wonder whether there might be something out there. Mystified by the heavens, early man succumbed to pagan impulses of gods and monsters, worship and sacrifice, mumbo and jumbo. Their primitive minds didn’t see Starmen in the sky but apocalyptic space dragons which tried to gobble up the sun, plunging the world into permanent darkness; or, as we’d call the phenomenon today, a solar eclipse.

In what was once Mesopotamia they imagined the Earth to be a flat strip beneath a domed heaven, with hidden doorways either side to allow the sun to creep in at dawn and slither out at twilight. The Sumerians and Babylonians believed in the power of stars and the creatures within them, constructing humongous layered temples flanked by stairways climbing straight to heaven. From here they would survey the cosmos, chart its movements and convert their findings into a mathematical framework of the first known astronomical data. At the summit of these temples lay a dedicated shrine to the god of their city, placed there like a divine helicopter pad beckoning him to step from heaven and descend into their midst. Using sun-baked bricks made from the dust beneath their feet, the Babylonians were the first civilisation in human history to erect a welcome mat for the Starman. Such temples had a special name meaning ‘the highest place’. Ziggurats.

The ancient Greeks also made gods of constellations, paying special attention to those non-twinkling bodies which roamed the sky of their own free will: these wandering stars they named the planets. In the vast cloudy streak dissecting the night sky they saw a shower of milk spurting from the breast of the goddess Hera; thousands of years later, because of the Greeks we still refer to that starry haze as the Milky Way. But like the Babylonians before them who invented writing, geometry, the seven-day week, the twelve-month calendar and the sixty-minute hour, the Greeks gave us infinitely more than urns and fables: the concept of atoms; the deduction that the sun must be a ball of hot rock; and that the Earth wasn’t flat but a sphere. And, in minds as keen as the scholar Epicurus, the first idle daydreams of Ziggy. ‘We must believe,’ wrote Epicurus, around 400 BC, ‘that in all worlds there are living creatures.’

The mathematician Pythagoras, an early Greek superstar who played a one-string guitar called a ‘Cosmic Monocord’ and cultivated his own simpering fan club, was the first to suggest there were tunes to be heard among the orbits of the planets – a ‘music of the spheres’. Yet Pythagoras also typified the worst conceits of Greek intellectualism. He alone set about dismantling the stairways to heaven, as dreamed by the Babylonians, with an idealised geometric model of space. One where there could be no transit of life between the Earth, the planets and the stars, each contained in a conglomeration of sealed crystal spheres spinning in perfect harmony. Such was the ‘cosmos’, a word he’d invented, according to Pythagoras. Literally, a load of balls.

The influence of Pythagorean arrogance rattled in the bones of successors such as Aristotle and Ptolemy, who between them established a widespread faith in geocentricism: the belief that we, on Earth, must be the centre of the universe, with the sun spinning around us. When Greek and Roman myth and superstition were eventually devoured by the God-fearing terror of Christianity, the church upheld Aristotle’s geocentric system as sacrosanct. It wasn’t that an alien visitor like Ziggy Stardust had become unthinkable in the human brain. Worse, he’d become undiscussable. The Christians only had room in their pious imagination for one Starman, sent to Earth from the heavens to attract apostles and spread joy before being ritually crucified. To look for or even suggest there might be others was to invite disembowelment, death and eternal hellfire.

And so the stars, and its Starman, continued to shine for over another thousand years of human fear and holy ignorance. Unobserved and undisturbed.

THE POST-MEDIEVAL DUNCE age lobotomising northern Europe was finally shattered by a handful of deliberating heroes, restless of mind, courageous of soul, who between them stripped the world of its geocentric blindfold and re-ignited the flames of cosmic fancy. The first murmur of truth came from Nicolaus Copernicus, author of the 1543 page-turner On The Revolutions Of The Heavenly Spheres, which dared to imply the Earth revolved around the sun and not vice versa. Tragically for its author, as the book’s presses rolled Copernicus lay comatose on his deathbed, waking just the once to feel a first edition pressed into his hands before giving up the ghost. If the relief of seeing his life’s work in print didn’t finish him off it could have been the shock of discovering the anonymous preface inserted without his consent by its German publisher. Hoping to dodge any blasphemous controversy, it feebly informed the reader that the theories within ‘need not be true’.

Of the brave papal cage-rattlers who followed Copernicus, none were more heedless of harm than late-sixteenth-century Neapolitan monk and occupational bother-magnet Giordano Bruno. A devout Copernican, he went one further by suggesting the sun was a star exactly like all other stars, and spoke openly of his belief that life existed somewhere among them. For which the Catholic Church dragged him into a market square in Rome, tied him to a stake, buried him up to his chin in kindling and barbecued him alive.

As Bruno’s charred remains were being unceremoniously dumped in the river Tiber, some three hundred miles north in the University of Padua, a 36-year-old geometry teacher called Galileo was busy composing his own troublesome cosmic jive. The Starry Messenger was a jaw-clunking collection of scientific data about the night sky as he’d observed using a brand new invention, the telescope. But it took another book to fully baste Galileo in enough sacrilege to merit his own public roasting. Warned by the Pope not to promote the heretical opinions of Bruno and Copernicus before him, Galileo wrote Dialogue Concerning The Two Chief World Systems, convinced he’d found a cunning loophole. It took the form of a fictional conversation between two men: one defending the traditional geocentric view of the church, the other skilfully presenting its author’s contrary evidence that Earth revolved around the sun. At the end a third character, intended as an independent observer, weighs up the arguments of both before choosing to agree with Galileo’s man. Unfortunately, the book wasn’t cunning enough to prevent Galileo’s trial before the Roman Inquisition, who menaced him into renouncing his beliefs under pain of having his elderly limbs yanked from their sockets. While he avoided Bruno’s martyr’s pyre he spent the last eight years of his life under miserable house arrest, the last three of those blind. He died a broken man at the age of 77 on 8 January 1642. Three hundred and five years prior to the day the boy who would be Ziggy was born.

In his early years, long before he’d excited Catholic thumbscrews, the young Galileo received a book out of the blue from a fellow astronomer in Germany. The book was The Cosmic Mystery, a weird mix of space theory and geometric insanity which at its core proposed a Copernican model of the heavens. The author was Johannes Kepler, a luckless maths teacher who claimed to have taken a bath only once in his entire life and, possibly as a result, suffered from such severe haemorrhoids that he often wrote standing up. Kepler asked a friend travelling to Italy to deliver his book to Galileo, hoping to befriend him. Sadly, any camaraderie failed to blossom. Unwilling to indulge his German rival, the Italian ignored most of his letters repeatedly pleading to borrow a telescope, finally palming Kepler off with the weakest of excuses that he did have a spare but he’d ‘lent it to someone else’.

Kepler would nevertheless brand his name upon history without Galileo’s assistance. Like Pythagoras, he also heard melodies in space among the movements of the planets. As early as 1599 he described using musical notation a chord made by ‘strumming’ the solar system like the strings of a guitar. The notes roughly corresponded to a C major chord – the same key as ‘Starman’. Where Galileo had stubbornly held to the classical sanctity of perfect circles and misjudged the planetary orbits along the same lines, Kepler was the genius who calculated that the planets moved in ellipses at a variable speed dependent on how close they were to the sun’s gravity. And where Galileo had thought extraterrestrial life ‘false and damnable’, Kepler was already writing the script for first contact.

As a Protestant caught among Catholic religious upheaval and territorial war in Reformation Europe, Kepler shared Galileo’s caution in writing a mandate for the Copernican model of the solar system. But whereas Galileo’s Dialogue nudged fiction only so far as an imagined conversation, Kepler’s The Dream shoved disbelief into new dimensions of literary wonder. It followed the adventures of Duracotus, the son of an Icelandic witch, who is spirited to the surface of the moon by demons. There he describes space as seen from a new non-terrestrial perspective and paints a vivid portrait of alien life: benign giant lunar inhabitants with legs like camels, those on the dark side confined to an icy life of misery and hardship, so sensitive to the sun that it blisters their frail skin. Kepler’s intention was to present science fact in the guise of fiction. In doing so, this smelly seventeenth-century German romantic with chronic piles gave the world science-fiction.

Kepler’s The Dream took over a decade to write and was never published in his lifetime, though it was circulated in private and copied, badly, with near-fatal consequences for his mother. Frau Kepler was a village gossip who brewed and sold mind-altering homeopathic drugs. Stories began circulating that her ‘cures’ caused blindness. Other witnesses came forward swearing she could walk through locked doors and had once cursed a pig, which cried itself to death. It didn’t help that her own aunt had been burned as a witch years earlier. Second-hand copies of The Dream, with its alarming parallels with the hero’s demon-summoning mother, only added to her woes. Frau Kepler was arrested and confined to a cell where the local witchfinder general spent many hours showing her his instruments of torture in laborious detail. She was eventually released, physically unharmed but mentally ruined, only thanks to her famous son’s intervention.

The trial took its emotional toll on both. His mother died within the year and Kepler within the decade. He left behind his own self-penned epitaph – ‘Skybound was the mind, earthbound the body rests’ – and an assured place among the pioneering gods of modern astronomy. Among his last books was Harmony Of The Worlds, continuing his fascination with Pythagoras’ ‘music of the spheres’. In the closing pages Kepler allowed himself to slip into a rare cosmic stupor, so stoned on the harmonic beauty of the planets’ song that his thoughts wandered to the existence of extraterrestrial life. What was the point, argued Kepler, of creating other worlds with their own moons if no creatures were there to admire them? Was God so limited in his creativity that he exhausted himself on the Earth and left the other planets bereft? There had to be something, or someone, up there tuning in to the same ecstatic interplanetary song.


TWO

THE STRANGE ONES

AS JOHANNES KEPLER stood at his writing desk near the Czech–Austrian border, buttocks smarting, head lost in a trance of music, space and extraterrestrials, five and a half thousand miles away on the other side of the world a very different band of dreamers began sewing the tentative threads of the Starman’s wardrobe.

Early-seventeenth-century Japan was a land as alien to the West as the camel-legged lunar colony of Kepler’s science fiction. The first European traders arrived there only decades earlier in 1543, the year Copernicus died, discovering an isolated island nation with its own design aesthetic, curious military codes and complex language system. In turn, these first Portuguese visitors were received by locals as ‘southern barbarians’, so named because they ate with their fingers rather than chopsticks and, much like Kepler, reeked to high heaven. Once the merchant sailors opened up trade routes the Christian missionaries followed, hoping to convert a country steeped in Buddhism and ancient Shinto creation myths based upon the belief that all matter originated in a giant egg which burst and separated, as heaven and Earth; a premise not so far away from the big bang.

This new foreign influence upon Japan coincided with the end of feudal war, which had bloodied the soil for centuries. Peace, of sorts, was finally established in the early 1600s by Tokugawa Ieyasu, a warlord who became the country’s central dictator, establishing a new social order bound by strict class divides. Though technically ruled by an emperor, the real power in Japan lay in the hands of the samurai (warrior) class – ruled by the shogun (supreme military commander) and his shogunate (government), consisting of daimyo (local samurai chiefs) and their respective samurai officers.

Becoming a samurai wasn’t a matter of ambition but of inheritance, their power and privilege passed down the family line from father to son. It carried a strict etiquette of conduct, haircut and dress (including the unique right to carry two swords), and a rank-dependent annual allowance of rice, the main measure of wealth. The samurai’s authority was absolute, but only so long as their daimyo chiefs kept them in service. If for any reason they should disgrace their code of honour, or should their master’s estate suddenly collapse, the samurai were immediately stripped of their status, becoming ronin – literally ‘men adrift’, wandering swords for hire.

Below the samurai class were the chonin – everybody else, each with their own caste name according to occupation. The samurai were forbidden to fraternise with the chonin who were denied the privileges of their elite society. This class hierarchy was rigid, leaving no gap for, or hope of, mobility. And it was out of that tense divide between rich and poor, warrior and peasant, that androgynous glamour first ruffled its sleeves.

PEACETIME UNDER THE Tokugawa shogunate was bad news for a large samurai population. With too many warriors and nobody to battle, thousands became unemployed, swelling the number of destitute ronin. At the same time, with the increase in foreign trade, the merchant class rose in wealth, gaining new power. Inevitably, the merchants and ronin united to create the otokodate: gangs recruited from ronin, hired by merchants to supposedly protect towns from any samurai intimidation.

The ruling shogunate were less worried about the mafia-style otokodate than the emergence of another distinct social tribe around the same time: a new generation of flamboyant young ruffians flaunting all social norms of dress and hairstyle. Juvenile delinquents with outrageous beards, sideburns and skinheads, shaved temples and foreheads with taunting ponytails swishing down to their backsides. Street-loitering droogs who fought, bickered and sang boisterously in public, refusing allegiance to any local lord but finding rough brotherhood in the ‘Thorny Group’, the ‘Chinese Dogs’ and similar gangs of cosmic yobs. Brash pretty boys in women’s clothing, scandalously short-hemmed kimonos with velvet collars, whose long scabbards were decorated with bombastic graffiti. ‘I am 23 years-old! I have lived too long! I will never restrain myself!’

These post-feudal fashion freaks – almost exclusively male and openly gay – were feared and despised. In an uncanny premonition of what was to happen on the streets of Britain nearly three hundred years later, one artist of the period disparagingly labelled them ‘punks’. Much like the punk rockers of the 1970s they found their few allies among the working classes, delighting in their flashy clothes as a joyous riposte to shogunate tyranny. And it was here also, among the peasants, that they earned their name. One derived from the word ‘kabuki’, meaning to deviate; to bend; to be different; to be strange.

Kabukimono. The deviators. Or, more accurately, the strange ones.

Sometime around 1604 – the year Kepler observed a supernova in the Milky Way with his naked eye (to date still the most recent explosion of stardust in our galaxy) – a young female priestess already under the influence of her kabukimono lover began dancing and singing on the dry bed of the Kamo River. Her name was Okuni, a former temple maiden who, as was common, had been sent out into the streets to busk for funds. Yet her act was unlike anything the country’s peasants had previously seen. An oscillating sexual enigma between male and female, Okuni mixed erotica with religion, women’s make-up with men’s hats and trousers, dancing with prayer; singing of eastern Shintoism while around her neck swung chains of western crosses. A seventeenth-century Japanese Madonna.

Starved of theatre – an elite pleasure then taking the sombre, stylised form of Noh drama, reserved for the samurai alone – the peasants were beguiled by Okuni’s antics, and demanded more. In response she formed her own female dance troupe, and with it the seed of a new kabukimono people’s theatre. The audience christened it onna kabuki – women’s strangeness – eventually clipped back to the short, simpler kabuki.

Forced to set up theatres in designated red-light areas beside sake houses and brothels, kabuki attracted a similar roughneck clientele. In its earliest form it was less like staged drama than cabaret. Female singers and dancers, many also working prostitutes, followed Okuni’s lead, mixing shamanistic ritual with geisha burlesque; teasing their male audiences with exotic furs and fabrics or sensuously inhaling on suggestively curly pipes. The crackling sexual tension typically erupted in riots, becoming so widespread that by 1629 the shogunate intervened, banning kabuki as a ‘national disturbance’. Or at least onna kabuki as performed by women.

It didn’t stop the titillating parade of temptresses. If anything, kabuki sex and violence got worse. Now an all-male domain, female roles were given to specially trained teenage boys named wakashu; carefully schooled adolescent gender-benders whose impact upon the crowd’s libido was even more volcanic. Bisexuality was rife in feudal Japanese society, even among the samurai who visited kabuki theatres disguised as peasants where they’d end up brawling over their favourite boys’ favours; whole theatres were destroyed by lust-induced rampages between warring fans. It was only a matter of time before the corrupting thighs and slender shoulders of the wakashu boys were also banned by the shogunate.

The theatres stayed in business though the term ‘kabuki’, now tarred with too much controversy, was temporarily dropped for the ambiguous ‘mimed theatrical show’. At the end of the century it made its slow, cautious return, still in the hands of male companies who now cultivated a new wave of adult female impersonators, onnagata.

These coquettish cross-dressers weren’t part-time drag queens but occupational transvestites who took method acting to its 24/7 extreme, behaving as women off stage and on. Their dedication not only suspended the sexual illusion for male audiences but won them female admirers who copied their fashions; women dressing after men dressing as women. Fiercely loyal fan clubs were formed for the most popular onnagata, their rules ejecting any member caught paying to see a rival star; the most devout apostles even changed their name to that of their idol. On stage the onnagata drove audiences just as insane as the wakashu before them. Theatres hummed and hawed with men rocking and groaning, stabbing themselves in the leg to ease their desire, or exploding in screams of ‘God! I’ll die!’ Respectable samurai were driven to bankruptcy, selling their swords to buy actors gifts and trinkets, while Buddhist monks risked prison by stealing temple treasures to woo their favourites. None of which could pass for very long unnoticed by the shogunate before more restrictions were applied.

The crux of kabuki’s moral disorder seemed to be hair. Nothing agitated a randy late-seventeenth-century Japanese male quite like long forelocks. The shogunate decided that the threshold of ‘too sexy’ lay at half an inch, making regular inspections of theatres to ensure this wasn’t breached. With mandatory shaved heads and blunt forelocks, the actors were likened to ‘cats with their ears cut off’. Wigs were also banned. As a last resort the onnagata took to wearing purple-coloured headscarves. This the shogunate allowed, unprepared for the fetisishtic connotations the purple headscarf would quickly assume among kabuki-goers. Bald cats from Japan shrouded in purple silk, these weird, wonderful gender-defying shemales were now considered sexier than ever.

KABUKI CONTINUED TO evolve much the same way, surviving all attempts to muffle, neuter or impair its sensual allure and visual extravagance. By the mid-nineteenth century, when Japan finally re-established links with the West after nearly two hundred years of wilful isolation, it was still the most popular entertainment of the masses. The free improvisations of its origins may have been replaced by its own set of dramatic conventions and performance codes but its inborn spirit of fantasy, glamour and spectacle remained intact. Men buried in heavy make-up, faces sinking beneath masks of jagged red and blue lines. Garish costumes with padded shoulders and flowing sleeves. The painted onnagata tugging the tightrope between the sexes. Graceful mime and grand gesture. And an audience who worshipped these players as supermen, if not gods from another world.


THREE

ROCK ’n’ ROLL

BY THE LATE-EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY the slowly multiplying cells of the Starman twinkled across the planet like randomly scattered sequins on an otherwise bare bauble, sparkling in disconnected astronomers’ dreams and kabuki silks but lacking any means to stitch together. Nor could they until the invigorating power of music was exploded in all its spastic ecstasy. Music which didn’t merely please the ear and pivot the ankle, but engorged the heart and molested the senses. Music which plunged a white hot harpoon into the listener’s forehead, a blissful agony conjuring answers to the greatest mysteries of our existence which couldn’t otherwise be expressed in words. For the pulse of Ziggy Stardust to start throbbing the world needed to invent rock ’n’ roll. The world needed Ludwig van Beethoven.

All jumps, all jives, all beats, all bumps, all grooves, all grinds, all whams, all bams, all wops, all bops begin with Beethoven. Without him Elvis could never have wandered down Lonely Street nor Lou Reed to the corner of Lexington, one-two-five. Alex the droog would never have slooshied with visions of birds of rarest-spun metal like silvery wine flowing in a spaceship. And there’d be no robot fanfare bubbling above wild, expectant teenage screams to introduce, in the flesh, Ziggy Stardust and The Spiders From Mars.

It may have taken Japanese kabuki to erect the Starman’s stage, but it was Beethoven alone who ripped open its curtains. The early-twentieth-century science writer J. W. N. Sullivan summed up his music as possessing ‘alien despair’ and ‘a remote and frozen anguish wailing over implacable destiny … like a memory from some ancient and starless night of the soul.’ Beethoven himself agreed his melodies came to him unsummoned from another plane. ‘I could seize them with my hands,’ he’s supposed to have said. ‘Out in the open air, in the woods while walking, in the silence of the nights.’

As his first biographer put it, Ludwig was ‘a boy from an ideal world tossed upon the earth’, crashing in the German city of Bonn in 1770. His unpleasant alcoholic father practically lassoed him to a piano as soon as he could crawl, shoving him into his first public concert at the age of seven. A child prodigy, he was distant and moody, with small but piercing eyes, and tawny skin so coarsely pock-marked he was given the nickname ‘the Spaniard’. On the cusp of his adolescent dream of studying music in Vienna (according to several sketchy accounts, as a pupil of Mozart) he was recalled to Bonn by his mother’s death. With his dad too drunk to hold the family together, Ludwig had no choice but to remain there as head of the household. Four years of despair and frustration crept by before he was mercifully hauled back to Vienna as a pupil of the ageing ‘father of the symphony’, Joseph Haydn. The unspoken understanding was that when Beethoven finally came to publish his own music, in keeping with the etiquette of the day he would show due gratitude to his master and sign himself ‘pupil of Haydn’. Except Beethoven bowed to nobody. ‘Haydn taught me nothing,’ he’d brag, adding he deliberately avoided listening to all other composers so as not to taint his own raw genius.

So began his punk rock odyssey through the salons and concert halls of the Austrian Habsburg Empire: young Ludwig Rotten, stomping along Stephansplatz, hair falling messily out from under his wig, clothes grubby and ill-matching, his scowling Spaniard face and his crude yokel accent which had raised many a powder-puffed Duchess’s eyebrow. Yet in spite of being such a bad tempered scruff that the police once mistook him for a tramp, Viennese society welcomed him as a pianist of godlike proportions.

When encouraged to take part in virtuoso play-offs with rival musicians, Beethoven demolished them all. He relished displaying dextrous one-handed feats that his so-called ‘mortal enemies’ were biologically unable to mimic with less than two. If he didn’t crush his opponents musically, he out-psyched them mentally. Challengers could pummel their clavichords for five minutes in a sweat of concentration only to be punctured by Ludwig’s stony-faced yawn: ‘So, when are you going to start?’ At his most obstreperous, goaded by one countess into playing for sport, he begrudgingly took his place at the piano only to slam his forearms upon the keys in a tuneless din. ‘That, madam,’ he announced, standing up to leave, ‘is my piece for the evening.’

Music was the one love of Beethoven’s life, though he didn’t have a lot of choice. Despite countless unrequited infatuations, he’d never marry. One singer he proposed to laughed him off as ‘too ugly and half mad’. His later landlords and neighbours would have agreed. If Beethoven decided he needed more light he’d start knocking holes in the brickwork to create makeshift windows. In the summer months he’d keep cool by pouring buckets of water over his head, the water seeping through the floorboards soaking the tenants below. Among the most vivid reports of knocking uninvited chez Beethoven is having the door answered by a grimacing ogre in goat-hair jacket and trousers, pads of stained yellowing cotton wool poking out of his ears, and the drying crusts of shaving foam spattering his face; the visitor deducing that he must have half-prepared shaving that morning only to forget while he spent the rest of the day consumed by composing.

Beethoven spat and raged at the outside world, but with good reason. At the age of 27 the worst tragedy he could have ever conceived befell him. A sick joke from God, which would have monumental impact not merely on Beethoven’s life and music but on the life and language of all music to come.

OVER A HUNDRED years before Brian Jones and Jimi Hendrix, the first casualty of the fabled 27 Club was Beethoven’s hearing. He’d been keeping its steady deterioration a secret for years, privately suffering all sorts of humiliating quack treatments: pouring oils in his ears, stewing in cold baths, and once spending two days with his arms encased in poisonous bark from a shrub so toxic that in extreme cases it could induce a coma. All in vain. The cause of his gradual deafness is still a mystery – early suggestions of syphilis have since been ruled out – as is the original diagnosis, thanks to the doctor who upon his dying wishes destroyed all medical records. Whatever the reason, there was to be no cure in early-nineteenth-century Europe.

In the year 1802, still only aged 31, the partially deaf Beethoven suffered an epiphany of angst while resting in Heiligenstadt, a hamlet just outside Vienna. He compiled his emotions in a letter addressed to his brothers, the notorious ‘Heiligenstadt Testament’. Part rock ’n’ roll suicide note, part vow of spiritual defiance, he openly acknowledged his incurable deafness and its devastating psychological effect. ‘I was compelled early to isolate myself, to live in loneliness,’ he wrote. ‘I would have put an end to my life – only art it was that withheld me … it seemed impossible to leave the world until I produced all that I felt called upon to produce. And so I endured this wretched existence.’

Prior to Beethoven, all composers, Mozart included, were resigned to the fact that their work was purely for the entertainment of their patrons. Conveying emotion and mood were never their objective: only a desire to create nice, occasionally clever, but always pleasing tunes. Isolated from the rest of the world by ever encroaching deafness, music became Beethoven’s sole means of expression. In his first major piece after returning from Heiligenstadt, his Third Symphony, he drew a line in the sand between the functional crowd-pleasers of his youth and a new epoch in sound and meaning. Nicknamed the ‘Eroica’ (‘Heroic’) Symphony and originally inspired by Napoleon, its eponymous hero was really Beethoven himself, the gut-galloping orchestration articulating the courage and passion of a handicapped composer coming to terms with his fate: the triumph of art over illness. With the Eroica, Beethoven cracked the code. Music had only been about music until Beethoven showed the world music was about life itself, turning his own joy, sorrow, elation and agony into giant, glorious sound.

The weight of drama of his tunes was so intense it created apocryphal romantic myths which have whistled through the ages. In the opening of his Fifth Symphony, Beethoven unveiled the most famous riff in the history of Western music: ‘Der-der-der DERRR!’ The legend is he intended this to sound like the hand of death rapping his knuckles on the door. Another has it his equally famous ‘Moonlight Sonata’ was written for a blind girl so as to describe the eerie tranquillity of a moonlit night. Yet the sonata only earned its popular nickname after Beethoven’s death. These fables nevertheless cement Beethoven’s genius in the ears of his listeners. It doesn’t matter whether Beethoven himself wanted his ‘Piano Sonata No.14 In C Sharp Minor’ to sound like moonlight. Its sad, starry gloom resonates in our ears anyway, just as the start of the Fifth remains a musical machine-gun of stuttering terror.

The world cursed Beethoven to become, as he put it, ‘the unhappiest of God’s creatures’. But in the intoxicating power of his psychological sound paintings, he ensured his immortality.

OF ALL BEETHOVEN’S greatest hits, none frothed with more cosmic bliss than the one Ziggy Stardust would rightly choose as his live entrance music. It was a tune, or rather an idea, which had preoccupied the composer since his desperate youth in Bonn. Its genesis was a German poem written in 1785 celebrating the ideals of freedom and universal brotherhood by Friederich Schiller, ‘An Die Freude’, or ‘Ode To Joy’. Its subject matter may have seemed strangely at odds with Beethoven’s surface misanthropy, a euphoric hymn to freedom, universal brotherhood and the glory of God: ‘Seek him above the starry vault, for he must dwell above the stars.’ Yet the poem entranced Beethoven throughout his adult life, forever experimenting with rough drafts and works-in-progress, attempting to put Schiller’s words to music.

Only in his last decade – as a sick man in his fifties, haunted by money worries, completely deaf and more mentally remote than ever – did he solve the problem. In 1822 he received an offer from the newly formed London Philharmonic Society. Huge fans of Beethoven, they’d been trying to coax him to visit England for years and were now willing to pay fifty pounds if he agreed to write them a brand new symphony. He accepted, needing the money, but in a last hurrah of creative brilliance used it as an opportunity to nail the Schiller idea.

Two years later, his Ninth Symphony was finished. Beethoven’s monster. The longest symphony anyone had ever written: stretching over an hour, it broke with all orchestral tradition by adding a choir into its epic last movement. And within that movement was the tune Ziggy picked. The tune which, in the words of the late Beatle-loving classical critic William Mann, ‘Beethoven must have intended to rock the world.’

The world first rocked to the Ninth in Vienna on 7 May 1824. Its debut was painfully underprepared. In rehearsals one of the main vocal soloists fell ill, spending a night vomiting fifteen times in succession after drinking some dodgy wine; ironically, a gift to Beethoven which he’d passed on in all innocence. The orchestra and choir complained about the score’s superhuman demands, another soloist famously telling him to his face he was ‘a tyrant over all vocal organs’. Come the day of the show Beethoven couldn’t be bothered to hire a standard black tailcoat, so took to the podium in bright green. He spent the entire concert deaf to reality, lost in his own head music. After the final crescendo he continued conducting thin air, eyes shut, baton quivering, oblivious to the
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