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      This book is an exploration of the art behind the myth, the sound and words beyond the legend. It was born of dedication and passion, written in the hope that it does justice to Iggy Pop and the countless hours of thrill and transcendence he has brought to music fans over the decades.

      

      I would like to thank the outstanding photographers Rob Gander, Bob Gruen, Jilles van Houten, Bruce Jarvis, Paul Natkin and Rob Verhorst for their generous permission, as well as Dorothé Schellekens for kindly allowing me to include images from the archive of Frans Schellekens. My gratitude also goes to Phil Palmer and Eric Schermerhorn for their insights and kindness, to Stephen Lambe for making this book possible through Sonicbond Publishing and to Joyce Vos for her loving support.

      

      I dedicate this book to my daughter, Robin, to whom I passed on my love of music and who, in return, has enriched my life in ways beyond measure.
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      Yes, Iggy Pop the stage persona rolled in broken glass, cut himself with knives, carved his chest open with a drumstick, spattered blood on the crowd, smeared peanut butter across his torso and flung it into the pit, leapt headfirst into the masses, goaded spectators to stab him, taunted bikers into brawls, hurled microphones like weapons, took a shit behind the speakers, howled insults at the audience, scaled lighting rigs, let himself be whipped, gifted a fan a watermelon concussion, incited riots, nearly speared his drummer with a mic stand, snorted coke off amplifiers, vomited mid-show, performed butt naked, received fellatio from audience members, got electrocuted, overdosed in real time and was pelted with grapefruit, eggs, beer cans, spit, bras, cigarettes, Quaaludes, fish, stones, light bulbs, a full bottle of vodka and the occasional fist. He walked on the hands of his believers. Unstoppable, reckless. A spectacle no stage could contain.

      But Iggy is also the man who posed nude for art classes at 68, practises Qigong for clarity, dines in a smoking jacket and slippers, reads news and classics alike, enjoys C-SPAN and the Discovery Channel, published an essay in a journal of classical scholarship, served as guest lecturer at Midwestern universities, hosted a BBC documentary on William Burroughs and co-produced the Epix docuseries PUNK. He recorded Whitman’s poetry and Poe’s ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’, delivered the John Peel Lecture, acted in avant-garde films, released a jazz-inspired album influenced by Michel Houellebecq, hosts an eclectic BBC radio show, was named a Commander of the Ordre des Arts et des Lettres, received a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award, champions animal rights with PETA, adores his plants and shares a quiet life near Miami Beach with his wife Nina and their Instagram-famous cockatoo, Biggy Pop.

      He is Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Dionysus and Apollo, reason and chaos, intellect and instinct. Jim Osterberg and Iggy Pop: fused and fractured, forever feeding off each other. Sometimes, the lines blurred. Sometimes, Iggy consumed Jim, hollowed him out, left nothing but a flickering wick. But Iggy also gave him everything: fame, money, immortality. And sometimes, Jim had to seize control, drag Iggy back from the edge before they both went down in flames.

      Iggy transcends genre, era and expectation. He has been stolen from, imitated, feared, worshipped, dismissed, resurrected, yet he remains untamed. His fingerprints stain punk, grunge, speed metal and whatever bastard child post-punk spawned. For over half a century, he has been rock ’n’ roll’s most relentless force: feral yet sharp, raw yet deliberate, a hurricane and an aftershock. Rock ’n’ roll doesn’t owe Iggy a debt. It inhales his chaos and spits it back out. He has been the rupture, the surge, the blaze. Through every transformation, excess and reinvention, the music remained the pulse of his defiance.
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            Chaos, Carnage, Collapse: The Story So Far

          

        

      

    

    
      Iggy Pop didn’t just front The Stooges. He was their detonation. A sinewy, bare-chested pharaoh action figure of chaos, unhinged and electrified, leading the filthiest, loudest, wildest rock ’n’ roll into the gutter – and changing it forever.

      He was born James Newell Osterberg Jr. on 21 April 1947, in Muskegon, Michigan, and raised as an only child in a Ypsilanti trailer park, about 40 miles west of Detroit. His father, James Sr., taught English at Fordson High School in Dearborn; his mother, Louella, worked for Bendix, a manufacturer of car and aeroplane parts. Their world was modest, part of Michigan’s industrial sprawl, where factories once built B-24 bombers but now churned out transmissions. Jim had bigger ambitions. He started out banging on pots and pans until his parents crammed a drum kit into the trailer’s master bedroom. At Pioneer High in Ann Arbor, he stood out at talent shows with a comedy routine and played in local bands, most notably The Iguanas, sparking a name that stuck: Iggy. After high school, he briefly enrolled at the University of Michigan, then dropped out to head for Chicago, playing gigs, diving into the blues scene and learning from seasoned players.

      Back in Ann Arbor, local garage rockers MC5 pushed Iggy’s sense of what rock could be, but seeing Jim Morrison live was revelatory; more than performance, it was provocation. He absorbed that energy and would take it even further. After a stint with The Prime Movers, he set his sights on forming his own band. The only ones willing to follow were brothers Ron and Scott Asheton, high school dropouts with no discipline, no father and no real direction except music. In 1967, they formed The Psychedelic Stooges, bringing in friend Dave Alexander on bass. Iggy took the vocals when they debuted on Halloween night at a house party in Ann Arbor. From the start, they pushed boundaries, gaining a reputation for their avant-garde approach. Iggy disrupted the set with unexpected sounds, running a vacuum cleaner and blender through the amps, blurring the line between music and noise. Word spread. Their heavy, feedback-drenched performances and Iggy’s unpredictable stage presence quickly drew a small but dedicated local following. By 1968, they trimmed their name to The Stooges and landed a record deal when an Elektra scout, intending to sign The MC5, signed them, too.

      At the same time, Iggy’s personal life was shifting. He married 19-year-old Wendy Weissberg, to his bandmates’ disbelief, but the union was annulled within weeks. More lasting was his son Eric, born in February 1969 from a fling with Paulette Benson. She moved to California with him, and contact remained minimal throughout the early 1970s.

      The Stooges’ debut, released in 1969 and produced by John Cale, hit like a sonic grenade: distorted riffs, guttural howls and rock stripped to its raw core. It had no interest in peace and love. Bleak, bored, stoned and pissed off, the album stood as a manifesto for the disillusioned. Critics baulked and sales flopped, but something was stirring. Their second album, Fun House (1970), sharpened the attack without losing its savagery. Produced by Don Gallucci, it was tighter, nastier and wired with feverish energy. A sweaty, primal scream recorded live in the studio, capturing the band at their most feral, bolstered by Steve Mackay’s skronking sax. But heroin loomed. By the time the album was ready for release, they were sinking into addiction. Everyone except Ron Asheton, who watched in frustration as instruments vanished into pawn shops. Fun House didn’t chart, but onstage, The Stooges were apocalyptic. Iggy was writing the future punk playbook, writhing half-naked in a narcotic haze, transforming rock shows into blood-soaked rituals of excess, violence, sex and danger. Acclaimed in underground circles, awash in cheap heroin, the band collapsed under its own excess. With no sales to justify their chaos, Elektra cut them loose.

      With the band in ruins, Iggy met rising star David Bowie in 1971 at Max’s Kansas City in New York. The two quickly struck up a friendship, and Bowie secured him a record deal with Columbia. Iggy relocated to London to write and record with James Williamson, The Stooges’ second guitarist since 1970. When they failed to find a suitable English rhythm section, they brought back the Asheton brothers, reforming as Iggy And The Stooges. With Bowie at the mixing desk, they unleashed Raw Power (1973), a ferocious, metallic snarl of an album: pure high-voltage chainsaw assaults and commercial suicide. By the time it hit the shelves, The Stooges were unravelling, again. Iggy’s heroin addiction spiralled. Erratic behaviour and onstage fights turned shows into public meltdowns. By February 1974, it was over. The Stooges imploded.

      For Iggy, the aftermath was a waking nightmare. Homeless and strung out, he drifted between New York and LA, a shadow of his former self. Friends found him delirious, volatile, dangerously close to vanishing. By 1975, his self-destruction hit a breaking point. The LAPD gave him a choice: jail or rehab. He opted for UCLA’s Neuropsychiatric Institute. Bowie was one of the few who visited, offering support, even bringing a bag of cocaine, more out of habit than help. On weekends, Iggy was allowed out and reunited with Williamson, picking up recording again. The result was Kill City, a jagged reflection of his fractured mind and broken body. A record of contradictions, desolate yet defiant, it captured the wreckage of an artist clawing his way out. But Iggy’s reputation was in ruins. Labels weren’t interested; he was written off as a lost cause.

      Bowie refused to let him disappear. He had arranged sessions in LA to jumpstart Iggy’s solo career, but Iggy wasn’t ready, still erratic and still hooked. Bowie didn’t give up. Months later, after being caught shoplifting apples and cheese in Beverly Hills, their mutual dealer bailed Iggy out and passed on the message that Bowie wanted to reconnect. The link was re-established, and Bowie soon invited him as a travel companion on his Station To Station Tour. Iggy hesitated. He was proud, wary of being Bowie’s pet project. But he had no better option. After four days of thought, he packed his bag and stepped aboard. It was a pivotal moment, a last chance to crawl out of the rubble. The journey gave Iggy structure, a creative spark and a friend who refused to let him go under. Bowie had his own reckoning to face. Drowning in coke, paranoia and the Thin White Duke’s occult delusions, he knew LA would kill him if he stayed. As the tour wrapped up in Paris in May 1976, the two men had made a pact: they would not go back; they had to get out. They decided to stay in France. And that’s where this story takes off.
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      Personnel:

      Iggy Pop: vocals

      David Bowie: keyboards, synthesiser, guitar, piano, saxophone, backing vocals

      Phil Palmer: guitar

      Carlos Alomar: guitar

      Laurent Thibault: bass

      George Murray: bass

      Michel Santangeli: drums

      Dennis Davis: drums

      Recorded at Château d’Hérouville, Hérouville; Musicland, Munich; Hansa Studios, Berlin, between June and August 1976

      Producer: David Bowie

      Release date: March 1977

      Label: RCA

      Chart places: US: 72, UK: 30, Aus: 88

      Running time: 38:49

      

      In the summer of 1976, Iggy Pop and David Bowie retreated to the 18th-century Château d’Hérouville just outside Paris, a haunted mansion turned recording studio. Its isolated, decadent setting provided the backdrop for an album that predicted the sound of post-punk, when punk had barely put on its pins.

      In April, Iggy had celebrated his 29th birthday at Basel railway station, where Bowie gifted him a Polaroid camera to chronicle their European travels. Their journey included a detour to Moscow via Warsaw, during which the KGB detained them at the Polish-Soviet border near Brest and subjected Bowie and Iggy to strip-searches. Among Bowie’s belongings were books that included works on Goebbels and Speer, which he explained were research for a film project. Bowie’s preoccupation with Germany’s past and the Cold War climate foreshadowed a broader fascination – one that would soon pull them both towards Berlin and seep into the music they were about to create. At the afterparty of Bowie’s penultimate Paris show, Iggy and Bowie met Kraftwerk’s Ralf Hütter and Florian Schneider. Their presence left Iggy transfixed, watching them with unmistakable awe. Radio-Activity had been a constant throughout Iggy and Bowie’s travels. After Bowie’s tour concluded on 18 May, they left Paris for the Château. Initially there for a break, he bonded with the studio’s manager and engineer, Laurent Thibault, a former bassist of French progressive rock band Magma. Bowie booked the studio for June and July, setting the stage for what would become The Idiot.

      Bowie started the recordings with foundational tracks on his Baldwin electric piano. Initially a two-man project, it quickly expanded. He requested a drummer, and Thibault brought in Michel Santangeli, who recorded what he assumed were demos. Unaware that many first takes would remain, he left after the second day, thinking his performance wasn’t up to par. While Bowie experimented with a new sound – later teasingly calling Iggy ‘a guinea pig’ in the 1989 Sound+Vision liner notes – Iggy drew on their time on the road for lyrical ideas, often improvising at the microphone. The method fascinated Bowie: ‘I thought he was the funniest, darkest lyricist of the time’, he told Seconds in 1995. Iggy’s vocal delivery was instinctive, shifting between detachment and intensity, sometimes pushing the limits of the recording equipment. Bowie layered the tracks with guitar, synthesiser, saxophone and backing vocals, while Thibault handled the bass. The studio buzzed with creative energy, Iggy’s handwritten lyrics scattered across the floor. One afternoon, an unexpected muse arrived in the form of Kuelan Nguyen, the Vietnamese girlfriend of French actor and singer Jacques Higelin. ‘Higelin was never around, so biff-bam-boom’, Iggy told The Times in 2023. The couple had been invited to the Château by its owner, and despite language barriers and Nguyen’s existing relationship, their brief, intense affair sparked the lyrics to one of the album’s standout tracks.

      As August approached, the Château was no longer available, and the sessions moved to Giorgio Moroder’s Musicland Studios in Munich for additional recordings, including vocals. Working nocturnally beneath the Sheraton Hotel, the atmosphere was both surreal and invigorating. Guitarist Phil Palmer, recommended by Bowie’s producer Tony Visconti, was brought in at short notice. He recalled for this book: ‘Working on The Idiot was a blur. I never saw David or Jimmy in daylight, and their exchanges were often explosive and confusing.’ With recording almost complete, Bowie and Iggy travelled to Berlin to finish the record at Hansa Studio 1. Visconti was brought in to salvage the over-modulated tapes in post-production. The disorder of overdubs, some of them by bassist George Murray and drummer Dennis Davis from Bowie’s band, and, by some accounts, Château d’Hérouville studio assistant Michel Marie, likely contributed to the missing, sparse or incomplete musician credits on the final album and subsequent rereleases.

      In Berlin, Bowie and Iggy settled into a seven-room flat above a car parts shop at Hauptstraße 155 in Schöneberg, a district of low rents, immigrant households and a trace of old bohemia. Iggy, still largely unknown in Europe, could move through the city unnoticed. He explored the neighbourhoods alone on foot or by train, or with German photographer Esther Friedman, whom he had started seeing; their relationship would last seven years. The group became regulars at the Brücke Museum, home to Erich Heckel’s Roquairol, whose contorted pose – modelled after fellow Brücke artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, plagued by addiction and breakdowns – inspired Iggy’s angular stance on the muted black-and-white album cover. The same painting would also influence Bowie’s posture on “Heroes”. Wearing Esther’s tight jacket, Iggy was photographed as rain streaked the frame – officially credited to Andrew Kent, though in 2016, Esther reignited the recurring rumour in Humo that it was actually Bowie who took the photo and had suggested that Iggy wear her jacket. The album’s title, another suggestion by Bowie, directly referenced Dostoevsky’s novel, in which the tragic Prince Myshkin becomes ensnared in a web of moral corruption – a subtle jest at Iggy’s expense.

      The Idiot was completed in August 1976, but its release was strategically delayed. Bowie embarked on recording Low, which echoed The Idiot’s experimental essence and featured Iggy on backing vocals for ‘What In The World’, a song first conceived for Iggy’s album. To avoid any impression of derivation, Low was released first, in January 1977, with The Idiot following two months later, to largely positive reviews. While some found it unrepresentative of Iggy’s earlier work, most praised its innovation. Rolling Stone called it ‘a necrophiliac’s delight’; Melody Maker found it ‘disturbingly pertinent’. Circus noted that ‘Iggy’s got the tainted charisma of a dead poet’, while Zigzag described it as ‘strange, morbid, obscure and unsettling’. The New York Times simply deemed it ‘a powerful record’. The album charted in both the US and UK, reaching number 72 on the Billboard album chart and number 30 in the UK – Iggy’s first top 40 appearance. The Idiot is now recognised as a landmark, shaping post-punk, industrial and gothic rock. Siouxsie Sioux called it proof of Iggy’s genius. Its influence runs deep, echoing in the work of Bauhaus, Gary Numan, The Human League, Killing Joke, The Sisters Of Mercy, Depeche Mode, Duran Duran and Nine Inch Nails. Joy Division, too, absorbed its industrial soundscapes. The Idiot was famously the last record Ian Curtis played before he hanged himself.

      Musically, the album marked a turning point. Though spiky, metallic guitars are present, it is grounded in the avant-garde spirit of German groups like Kraftwerk, CAN, Faust and Neu!. In NME in 1977, Iggy described it as ‘a cross between James Brown and Kraftwerk’, calling it his ‘album of freedom’. Its murky, mordant sound and discordant synthesisers conjure a dystopian world where Detroit’s industrial churn collides with echoes of Cold War Berlin’s decaying grandeur. Lurking in the chemical shadows are nightclub vampires and the spectre of Nazi zombiism. Despite the darkness, flashes of decadent humour pierce the gloom. This is not just Iggy Pop’s comeback but his full-scale reincarnation: refined, restrained, yet still deeply unhinged. After years of chaos, the record stands as a stark testament to artistic reinvention – a bleak masterpiece whose shadow remains impossible to shake.

      

      ‘Sister Midnight’ (Pop, Bowie, Alomar)

      First step, firm footing. The opener emerged during rehearsals in Jamaica for Bowie’s Station To Station Tour, sparked by a jam session. Alomar laid down a taut, funk-infused riff; Bowie added some skeletal lyrics and soon slipped the track into his live set. When discussing recording plans, he passed it to Iggy, suggesting he would make it his own. Iggy did just that, injecting it with a Freudian nightmare of Oedipal transgression:

      

      Calling Sister Midnight

      You know I had a dream last night

      Mother was in my bed

      And I made love to her

      Father he gunned for me

      Hunted me with his six gun

      Calling Sister Midnight

      What can I do about my dreams?

      

      The version on The Idiot, with the album title namechecked in the line ‘Well, I’m an idiot for you’, blends proto-punk and kraut-funk into an austere, nocturnal soundscape. Davis’ drum patterns lock into a bedrock bassline, a drum part Iggy later praised to Mojo in 2006: ‘Damn, listen to what he’s playing, it’s a triple-time on the cymbal and a half-time on the ‘wack’, it’s insane!’ Alomar’s gripping minor-pentatonic riff, possibly overdubbed by Palmer using an earlier take, cycles with hypnotic insistence, winding the tension ever tighter. Iggy’s sepulchral performance, coupled with Bowie’s falsetto backing, intensifies the narcotic unease, with an incidental studio beep at 1:05 adding a fleeting, robotic quirk to the mix. The lyrics spiral through delusion, submission and dread, casting Sister Midnight as both obsession and fate. Iggy veers from blame (‘You’ve put a beggar in my heart’) to desperation: ‘Can you hear me at all?’, a line that echoes ‘Beyond The Law’, from Kill City. His escalating delivery, paired with the unyielding groove, leaves us caught in psychological limbo.

      This ominous, experimental track immediately signals Bowie and Iggy’s shift away from The Stooges’ anarchic sound towards a brooding, dispassionate style. Bowie later repurposed it as ‘Red Money’ on Lodger (1979), and revived Iggy’s version during his 2003 Reality Tour, further securing its place in the art rock canon.

      

      ‘Nightclubbing’ (Pop, Bowie)

      Enter this nocturnal zombie dance ‘like the nuclear bomb’. While working on the final track for The Idiot, Iggy and Bowie, both in a playful mood and donning fright masks, stumbled upon a preset on a Roland drum machine. Iggy insisted on keeping it, a rare moment where he steered Bowie’s choices. Bowie protested, Iggy recalled in a 2019 SiriusXM interview: ‘David said, ‘I can’t put out something with that as a drum track’, and I said, ‘No, but I can!’’ What began as a placeholder became the track’s backbone, setting its automated mood for a repetitive two-chord progression over glacial synths. Bowie’s sparse piano evokes a Weimar-era cabaret-meets-noir vibe, with a bluesy bar-room swing that drips with ironic decadence. The sloppy guitar functions more as ambient noise than melodic centrepiece, while a deep bass anchors the track with a droning pulse, adding to its sinister undercurrent. Iggy’s deadpan tone underscores the song’s irony. ‘Oh isn’t it wild?’ mocks the hedonism of nightlife, presenting it as both alluring and empty. ‘We walk like a ghost’ adds an eerie touch, portraying the cruisers as drugged, detached and dehumanised. There’s humour in his laconic manner, turning the nightclub scene into a parody of itself. The Bowie-Pop duo embraced its simplicity and etched a sonic snapshot of their after-hours drift.

      Decades later, ‘Nightclubbing’ experienced a resurgence through its inclusion in the 1996 film Trainspotting. By then, it had already been covered by Grace Jones and The Human League, while Trent Reznor famously sampled its drum pattern for Nine Inch Nails’ 1994 hit ‘Closer’. That same beat also pops up in Oasis’ ‘Force Of Nature’, illustrating the track’s enduring influence across genres and generations.

      

      ‘Funtime’ (Pop, Bowie)

      First titled ‘Fun Fun Fun’, ‘Funtime’ was Iggy’s sly response to The Sex Pistols’ take on The Stooges’ ‘No Fun’. It also echoes Sly & The Family Stone’s ‘Fun’, and most clearly channels Neu!’s ‘Lila Engel’. Stripped of its warped, industrial sway, it might channel the blueprint of a Stooges stomper, reimagined through Bowie and Iggy’s experimental spirit. The song opens with a giggle or sob, quickly giving way to the abrupt ‘Fun! Baby, baby, we like your lips’. Bowie provides synthesisers, piano and guitar, adding a touch of Keith Richards’ ‘Satisfaction’ riff, and anchors the party call: ‘All aboard for funtime!’ He also told Iggy to sing the song ‘like Mae West, like a bitch who wants to make money’, as quoted in Pegg’s The Complete David Bowie. With that cue, Iggy delivers the lines with deadpan flair. He shifts between singular and plural perspectives, hinting at the pair’s hedonistic escapades during Bowie’s tour: ‘Last night I was down in the lab/Talkin’ to Dracula and his crew’. Iggy projects his signature mix of irony, levity and clinical restraint, charging the piece with both exhilaration and unease.

      The track cycles through a four-bar chorus and verse, ruptured in the bridge by a guitar striking a wrong note before quickly resolving, where Iggy utters ‘We’re having fun’. Harmonised drums pound a suffocating beat, punctuated by treated cymbal strikes, as quavering guitar overdubs, piano and bass thrum together to form a dense soundscape. As it hurtles towards its frenzied finale, Iggy grows increasingly monotonous, like a wind-up corpse clinging to the illusion of fun. His final screams teeter between unbridled excitement and total collapse, heightening the song’s demented energy.

      Multiple artists have covered ‘Funtime’, including Boy George, Peter Murphy, R.E.M., The Cars and Blondie, who named their 2002 tour Camp Funtime in its honour.

      

      ‘Baby’ (Pop, Bowie)

      The most forgettable track on an album full of experimental highs. It has the essentials: layered synths, distorted bass and off-kilter guitars, yet it lacks the alienating pull and intensity that define the album’s highlights. In the original press release, Iggy reflected on the spontaneous nature of the sessions:

      

      When we went into the studio, we didn’t have any finished tracks at all. We just strolled in with a lot of themes and feelings we liked. David would work on the music at one time, and I would drift in and out and listen to it. Then, I would come in on my own and put on the vocals. Then, he would hear what I had done, and, of course, that would change the nature of the music. So, the tracks grew from that kind of back and forth.

      

      Recorded early in the sessions, ‘Baby’ feels more like a testing ground for their collaboration. Bowie’s atmospheric touch is present, but it feels tentative rather than transformative. Iggy’s Morrison-esque delivery leans into indifference, mirroring the track itself: repetitive, monotonous and missing the sharp wit or insight he otherwise brings. It’s just a weary Iggy, seasoned by disillusionment, cautioning his baby that the world deals in slim odds on ‘the street of chance’ – echoing a phrase from Burroughs’ The Soft Machine. As a love song, it sways, at least as much as Iggy’s jaded, cynical style allows. The track drifts along without much development, never quite finding its footing.

      

      ‘China Girl’ (Bowie, Pop)

      One night at Château d’Hérouville, Iggy and Bowie, a few drinks in, stumbled into a room with a toy piano and a child’s drum kit. They laid down a groove dubbed ‘Borderline’, which became a haunting standout, reworked by Bowie into a global hit in 1983. Both versions are meticulously crafted and packed with hooks, but Iggy’s original is grittier and tenser.

      A killer bassline anchors the foreboding atmosphere, while guitars shift between delicate plucks, galloping rhythms and moody swells. The drums attack with fury, and Bowie’s East Asian-tinged toy piano hammers in and out, like an auxiliary gear in a finely crafted engine. At the end, he also punctuates the track with saxophone blasts before Palmer’s spiralling guitar line locks into a final, gripping motif. Every element fuels the track’s ominous, propulsive power. It’s a Bowie trademark: starting with restraint and building to a storm of anguish, here propelled by Iggy’s impassioned delivery. His ambiguous lyrics, partly inspired by his brief liaison with Nguyen, seethe with strain. Exploring obsession, power and control, the tension peaks with:

      

      My little China girl

      You shouldn’t mess with me

      I’ll ruin everything you are

      

      These words blend tenderness and threat, while Iggy’s voice channels their volatile dynamic.

      At the time, the Chinese government had begun opening shops in Western capitals to sell robes and Little Red Books, a symbolic soft-power move that struck Iggy as part of a coming cultural shift. ‘The line, ‘I’ll give you television’ was about that,’ he told The Times in 2023.

      Then there’s the infamous ‘Visions of swastikas in my head’. Jarring and provocative, the line stirs anguish and a fractured post-war psyche. It may also nod to the swastika’s sacred Hindu origins – echoed in the mention of ‘a sacred cow’ – and to how the West defiled this Eastern symbol: a grim mirror of how Iggy foresees himself corrupting his China Girl. Above all, it’s a tortured monologue, laced with menace and the lingering shadow of destructive ideologies. Whether grappling with internal conflict or reflecting on Western imperialism’s subversive influence, the line shifts the song from a brooding love ballad into something far more sinister.

      We could go even darker. Neither Bowie nor Iggy ever adhered to Nazi ideology, but both engaged at times with fascist imagery and provocation, inviting chilling readings of the song. Iggy’s associative writing, combined with their historically laden interests and surroundings, opens the door to unsettling interpretations. Could the lines ‘It’s in the white of my eyes’ and ‘I’ll give you eyes of blue’ evoke Mengele’s grotesque ophthalmic experiments at Auschwitz? Even his vainglorious ambition finds a twisted echo in ‘I’ll give you a man who wants to rule the world’. Paired with the swastikas and ‘plans for everyone’, these disturbing undercurrents deepen the song’s already complex layers – intended or not. (Notably, Iggy sings ‘men who want to rule the world’ on the record, but ‘a man’ in most live versions, while Bowie does the same in his rendition.)

      Revealing yet another connotation this song plays on, Nile Rodgers, producer of Bowie’s version, suggested in Le Freak that it references speedballing: heroin was nicknamed ‘China White’ and cocaine ‘Girl’ at the time. He described it as ‘a junkie’s ode if ever there was one’. This casts a drug-fuelled twist on ‘I’m a wreck without my little China girl’, not to mention:

      

      And when I get excited

      My little China girl says

      ‘Oh Jimmy, just you shut your mouth’

      She says, ‘sh-sh-shhh’

      

      The track unfolds further, but there’s more to explore. Conclusively, ‘China Girl’ is like a broken-down car: each part may seem ragged, rattling or barely holding on, yet together, they roar with mesmeric force. A dark, cinematic epic: profound, catchy, intimate and unflinchingly brilliant.

      

      ‘Dum Dum Boys’ (Bowie, Pop)

      Side two opens with Iggy in a street-corner exchange with himself, slack-jawed hoodlums trading news over finger snaps:

      

      ‘What happened to Zeke?’

      ‘He’s dead on Jones, man.’

      ‘How about Dave?’

      ‘O.D.’d on alcohol.’

      ‘Oh, what’s Rock doing?’

      ‘Oh, he’s living with his mother.’

      ‘What about James?’

      ‘He’s gone straight.’

      

      This roll call isn’t just a status update; it is a eulogy for The Stooges’ disintegration. Zeke Zettner, a former roadie turned short-term bassist, died of a heroin overdose in 1973. Original bassist Dave Alexander succumbed to pneumonia in 1975 after alcohol-induced pancreatitis. Drummer Scott ‘Rock Action’ Asheton ended up back in Ann Arbor, while guitarist ‘Straight James’ Williamson managed to clean up. Their former frontman opens the song acknowledging the void left by the band’s collapse: ‘Well, things have been tough/Without the Dum Dum Boys/I can’t seem to speak the language’. Cut off from his outsider tribe and their instinctive, uncompromising chemistry, he feels disconnected, adrift in a world that never understood them. He recalls the boys breaking down, and the criticism: ‘People said we were negative/They said we would take but we would never give’, another line lifted almost verbatim from ‘Beyond The Law’, on Kill City. A dubious charge, given the unfiltered ferocity they poured into every performance. As Iggy’s delivery intensifies, ‘Hey, where are you now when I need your noise?’ is wrenched from deep inside, the stretched-out ‘neeeed’ turning it into one of the album’s most thrilling vocal moments. With the Dum Dum Boys gone, he faces the walls closing in. The noise was more than loud rock ’n’ roll: it was identity, grounding, purpose. A lifeline ready to snap. ‘Da, da, da, da, da/Dum dum day’ is a sonic echo of their shared past, hummed through the graveyard of their history.

      The heaving riff that defines the song was originally laid down by Bowie. As Iggy recalled in 1997, as quoted in Pegg’s The Complete David Bowie:

      

      I only had a few notes on the piano and couldn’t quite finish the tune. Bowie said: ‘Don’t you think we could make a song with that? Why don’t you tell the story of The Stooges?’ He gave me the concept of the song and he also gave me the title. Then, he added that guitar arpeggio that metal groups love today.

      

      Listening back to his tentative playing, Bowie wasn’t satisfied and called up Palmer, Ray Davies’ nephew, to overdub the riff with added licks and hammer-ons. As a result, its unvarnished rock feel is drenched in distorted guitars, fittingly for a track about The Stooges. The bass lolls beneath them, sliding down in three-note patterns with occasional flurries, mostly leaving space at the end of measures for the drums’ rumbling transition fills. Beyond the title – originally ‘Dum Dum Days’, a nod to dumdum bullets, designed to expand on impact – Bowie adds guitar, synth textures, treated electric piano and his distinctive backing vocals, soaring over ‘Dum dum day’. ‘There was a power to the music he was willing to provide for me’, Iggy reflected in Mojo in 2012. ‘It was perfect, and I loved it.’

      

      ‘Tiny Girls’ (Bowie, Pop)

      The melancholy of a French chanson and the decadent haze of a Berlin nightclub, with vocals by an American proto-punk and saxophone from a British eclecticist, draped in a 1950s doo-wop sway. This border-blurring song drifts in like the first light of dawn after a night gone wrong, lingering in Bowie’s husky sax solo. Slipped between the album’s two longest tracks, this understated gem is often overlooked, perhaps because it does not share the sonic experimentation that defines much of the record. It’s a fine example of how the Bowie-Pop collaboration produced songs neither could have written alone. Iggy had never attempted anything like this lilting ballad, while Bowie would hardly have penned such blunt lyrics about ‘tiny’ girls.

      Iggy’s opening lines reflect the album’s catatonia: ‘Well the day begins, you don’t want to live/‘Cause you can’t believe in the one you’re with’. His voice, though, sounds clearer than elsewhere; the undead crooner seems slightly more alive as he fixes his gaze on callow girls, a theme that is only just getting started. The ‘tiny girls’ appear as archetypes: symbols of purity, free from hidden motives, with no tricks and no past. But it’s an illusion he clings to, only to meet the same hollow disappointment. The final, sneering ‘Ah what did you think?’ is pure self-reproach, exasperation at his own gullibility. Yet he knows he’ll try again. The saxophone cries to the end, echoing Iggy’s disillusionment, though perhaps it weeps for the pitiful man himself.

      

      ‘Mass Production’ (Bowie, Pop)

      The final track to be completed makes a strong case as one of the most unnerving album closers in rock history. Its industrial repetition and disconnection didn’t just foreshadow the future; it helped to shape it, becoming a blueprint for post-punk and industrial music in the decades to come.
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