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      If compelled to distil their affinity for his work into a single lyric, David Bowie fans would be hard-pressed to improve on ‘Ain’t there one damn song that could make me break down and cry?’ Bowie isn’t typically considered an emotionally direct singer or songwriter, but the sense of connection he fosters goes beyond the intellectual. It also tends to be highly individual, ensuring that the choice of tear-inducing tracks varies considerably from person to person.

      The songs that inspired tears were decades in my future when one damn song got me to the church on time. The merits of ‘Modern Love’, relative to the ‘Berlin Trilogy’ or anything else David Bowie had previously released, were beside the point at that school dance in 1983. I didn’t know about those yet, but this song moved me, literally and figuratively, and that was what mattered. Other records – including a scratched but still magnificent copy of The Rise And Fall Of Ziggy Stardust And The Spiders From Mars – solidified the bond, but those four minutes, especially that saxophone solo, provided the foundation for this Bowie fan.

      As many fans know, ‘Modern Love’ is not a terribly cool choice in this respect. Depending on one’s denomination of Bowie-ism – and any related dogmas about deathbed conversion – his last great album until Blackstar (or perhaps The Next Day) was either Scary Monsters or Let’s Dance. A fair-minded assessment recognises that this early-1980s nexus exists because his achievements across the previous decade stand so tall. However, fair- mindedness also argues for recognising that much of his work from Let’s Dance onward suffers in large measure due to comparison to what came before.

      David Bowie was hardly the only rock star to hit this particular wall in the 1980s. MTV gave many established artists a greater opportunity to reach new audiences but also tacitly encouraged that audience to divert their attention to someone else as soon as possible. What distinguished Bowie from most of his peers was the drive and ability to push beyond his artistic impasse. Some of the records that followed his 1983 elevation to superstar stature were decidedly uneven, but that doesn’t make them unworthy. Like Bob Dylan in the same decade, even his weaker albums inevitably include worthwhile songs.

      In mapping this space, the goal isn’t to argue that 1984’s Tonight is a misunderstood masterpiece or that his 1995 reunion with Brian Eno for Outside is on par with the pair’s 1970s collaborations. The intent is to consider these records on their own terms, acknowledging that – retrospective judgments from fans, critics or even the artist notwithstanding – they’re the ones David Bowie chose to make.

      They also serve as artful reminders of the distinction between works of genius and the work of a genius. If the space between those categories was sometimes wider than many fans preferred, that’s the nature of experiments – that’s as it should be where David Bowie is concerned.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Let’s Dance (1983)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      David Bowie: vocals

      Carmine Rojas: bass

      Omar Hakim: drums

      Tony Thompson: drums

      Nile Rodgers: guitar

      Stevie Ray Vaughan: lead guitar

      Rob Sabino: keyboards

      Mac Galleon: trumpet

      Robert Arron: tenor saxophone and flute

      Stan Harrison: tenor saxophone and flute

      Steve Elson: baritone saxophone and flute

      Sammy Figueroa: percussion

      Bernard Edwards: bass on ‘Without You’

      Frank Simms, George Simms and David Spinner: backing vocals

      Recorded at Power Station Studios, New York

      Producers: David Bowie and Nile Rodgers

      Engineer: Bob Clearmountain

      Release date: 14 April 1983

      Label: EMI

      Chart placings: US: 4, UK: 1

      Running time: 39:42

      

      Saying that one of David Bowie’s albums sounds different from its predecessor is akin to observing that their running times are different. The observation is accurate but misses the larger point. The notion of Bowie as an ever-changing musical chameleon often seemed overstated, particularly in the well-intentioned but uninformed tributes that followed his death in 2016.

      However, his creative restlessness ensured that, in spite of often working with a core group of musicians, records from the same general period still sounded distinctive.

      Even by that standard, Let’s Dance felt like a major break with his earlier work. Only the shift from the George Orwell-inspired glam-rock of Diamond Dogs to the ‘plastic soul’ of Young Americans came close, and in that instance, the singer had already started incorporating r&b elements into the concerts supporting the earlier album. In contrast, the April 1983 release of Let’s Dance, preceded by its hit title track, came after more than two years of relative silence.

      Aside from an EP of songs from the BBC production of Bertolt Brecht’s play Baal, David Bowie’s only new music during this time, which coincided with the end of his unfavorable management contract with Tony Defries, was a pair of collaborations. Director Paul Schrader approached Bowie about singing the title song for his remake of the classic movie Cat People, with the singer writing lyrics to music by the movie’s composer, Giorgio Moroder.

      While Bowie was recording that track at Mountain Studios in Montreux, Switzerland, the studio’s owners – Queen and their producer David Richards – were also there, working on the album Hot Space.

      The singer worked on at least two songs with the group. Though the backing vocals he added to the track ‘Cool Cat’ were removed before the record’s release at his request, the other piece was more enduring. With a demo called ‘Feel Like’ as their starting point, the five musicians crafted the off-covered (and sampled) ‘Under Pressure’. The process was complicated, as guitarist Brian May related in a 2008 piece for Mojo: ‘It was hard because you had four very precocious boys and David, who was precocious enough for all of us.’ Nevertheless, May gave Bowie a great deal of credit, describing it as ‘a significant song because of David and its lyrical content.’

      ‘Under Pressure’ became a concert mainstay for both David Bowie and Queen. While Bowie didn’t play it live until the 1990s, first performing it with Annie Lennox and the surviving members of Queen at a 1992 tribute concert for Freddie Mercury, he often included it in the setlist of his later tours. The moody ‘Cat People (Putting Out Fire)’ was only modestly successful relative to ‘Under Pressure’. However, fans got another chance to appreciate the song, thanks in part to a chance meeting at a New York nightclub.

      Following an incredible string of hits with his band Chic in the late 1970s, Nile Rodgers turned his attention to producing other artists, as well as his own solo work, in the early 1980s. Rodgers also enjoyed New York City’s nightlife, and while hanging out with Billy Idol, he saw David Bowie in a club and introduced himself. A conversation about shared musical touchstones opened the door to a more formal meeting, which led to the singer inviting him to work together on demos for what became Let’s Dance. ‘We started talking about old rhythm & blues stuff and found we’d both had the same artists as strong influences’, Bowie told Musician writer Timothy White in 1983. ‘I guess that triggered me into thinking it might be fun working with him.’

      The invitation meant a great deal to Rodgers, who, despite his commercial success, felt creatively stifled by his association with disco music. ‘I had been marginalised in the industry because of my participation in [the disco] genre,’ he recalled in the liner notes for Let’s Dance in the 2018 boxset Loving The Alien, ‘but David Bowie, this rock and roll superstar, not only treated me like an equal but created situations for me to expand my knowledge. He didn’t label me as some disco dude.’

      Still, Rodgers was surprised when he learned what kind of collaboration Bowie had in mind. ‘I was thinking something along the lines of avant-garde jazz. Then he says, ‘I want you to make a hit.’’ The producer continued, ‘I told him the hitmaker Nile was a disco producer and begged him to just let me make a ‘cool’ David Bowie record, but he wanted a hit.’

      Despite his star status, David Bowie’s commercial stature, at least outside of the UK, was more ambiguous. Prior to Let’s Dance, only three of his albums and two of his singles reached the top ten in the United States, though ‘Fame’ hit number one. From that vantage, Let’s Dance suggests a conscious effort to redress a balance that many of Bowie’s fans might not have realised existed. ‘Diehard Bowie fans act like these records of the ‘70s – Ziggy Stardust, Pin Ups and the others – were these massive records, but they weren’t’, commented Rodgers in a 2018 article in Uncut. ‘The numbers tell the story. I know people who’d never heard of David Bowie, but when they heard the song ‘Let’s Dance’ – boom! They went out and bought the record.’

      Some close to Bowie, such as guitarist Carlos Alomar, who’d been working with him since the mid-1970s, described an ambivalence about stardom on the singer’s part. Yet he approached Let’s Dance itself in a very deliberate fashion, which included keeping record companies out of the process. The fanfare that surrounded his $17m deal with EMI in 1983 obscures the extent to which that windfall derived from betting on himself by paying for the record’s production out of his own pocket.

      ‘His deal with RCA had been fulfilled and he wanted to have new music before he committed to a new label’, explained Rodgers, who applied his own experience of working quickly out of necessity to this project. ‘I treated the Let’s Dance album as if we were making a black record, cutting it in those same eight-hour shifts. We didn’t have the budget to stay in the studio all night.’

      By rock star standards, the recording sessions, which took place at The Power Station in New York, were remarkably efficient. Lead vocals for five of the eight songs were completed in a single day and the majority of the instrumental solos were done on another, enabling the album to be finished in just 17 days from December 1982 to January 1983. This was all the more impressive because, along with the new producer, it was an all-new band. The former led to a rift between Bowie and producer Tony Visconti, who he’d worked with on his four previous albums, that wouldn’t be resolved for many years. On a more positive front, the latter gave the singer a chance to work with musicians where, as he explained to Timothy White, ‘I couldn’t predict how they were going to play.’

      Some of them signed up for the tour that followed Let’s Dance’s release, joining established band members Carlos Alomar and Earl Slick. Slick, who had played lead guitar on Young Americans and Station To Station, stepped in to substitute for Let’s Dance’s most notable guest artist, Stevie Ray Vaughan.

      Displaying his eye for talent, Bowie asked Vaughan to play on the album after seeing the guitarist perform at the 1982 Montreux Jazz Festival. ‘At Montreux, he said something about being in touch, then tracked me down in California, months and months later’, said the guitarist in Musician. ‘It was the most fun I’ve had in my life. David works quickly because he knows exactly what he wants.’

      After recording Let’s Dance, Vaughan joined rehearsals for the Serious Moonlight tour but ultimately left when his management and Bowie’s were unable to agree on terms. While the guitarist’s fame continued to grow during the 1980s, his life was cut short by an August 1990 helicopter accident that killed him and four others. Whatever issues existed between Vaughan and Bowie, Rodgers held him in high regard, producing and playing on Family Style, an album recorded with his brother Jimmie Vaughan and released a month after his death.

      Vaughan’s playing on Let’s Dance was a highlight of his much too-brief career, with his blues-oriented contributions perfectly complementing its funk elements. As Charles Shaar Murray observed when reviewing the album for New Musical Express, ‘The combination of Vaughan and Rodgers links together two different aspects of the black American musical tradition, which has nurtured Bowie so strongly over the last eight years.’

      Returning to the musical space that yielded his greatest commercial success in the US with Young Americans struck many as a musical step backwards after boundary-pushing records like Scary Monsters. That album topped the UK charts, as did its lead single, ‘Ashes To Ashes’. However, as Ken Tucker noted in Rolling Stone’s four-star review of Let’s Dance, ‘[Scary Monsters] was a good album, but it was also a dead end, concluding the themes of dislocation and alienation developed on Low, “Heroes” and Lodger.’

      Let’s Dance reflected a different mindset from David Bowie than the more experimental albums that preceded it, but this didn’t mean he saw it as inherently ephemeral. In an interview with Bowie biographer Dylan Jones, Nile Rodgers recounted the singer’s novel way of conveying this:

      

      He showed me a picture of Little Richard wearing a red suit and getting into a red Cadillac. And he said, ‘Nile darling, I want the album to sound like this.’ I saw the picture and I thought to myself, I get it. This picture looked like it could be from the future, but I knew it was from the past. I realised as soon as I saw the photo that he wanted a record that was evergreen, that would sound like a band could come out with it now and it still sound contemporary.

      

      While reviews of Let’s Dance were mixed, the popular success largely validated Bowie’s approach. The most level-headed review came from Trouser Press Record Guide. ‘‘Let’s Dance’, ‘Modern Love’ and ‘China Girl’ may not be the Thin White Duke’s finest creations, but they do hit a solid compromise between art and commerce and don’t harm his reputation meanly as much as expand his audience (and bank balance).’

      The mixed reviews found an analogue in the artist’s own mixed feelings about its success. ‘Let’s Dance was way bigger than he expected it to be,’ Carlos Alomar said in Uncut’s 2018 feature about this period, ‘and then there’s this sort of success remorse that goes on when you are accustomed to being eclectic and cool and underground.’

      

      ‘Modern Love’ (David Bowie)

      The album’s opening song became better known to fans as a closing number. David Bowie frequently performed ‘Modern Love’ during encores, not just on the Serious Moonlight tour but also on the subsequent Glass Spider and Sound + Vision tours. Though he performed it infrequently after 1990, it remains one of Bowie’s most widely-heard songs by virtue of becoming a hit single in numerous countries, peaking at number two in the UK and number 14 in the US, and its inclusion in his set at Live Aid in 1985.

      Production style aside, it’s among David Bowie’s most traditional rock ‘n’ roll songs. In Musician, the singer commented: ‘I really wanted that same positive, optimistic, rock ‘n’ roll, big band sound that was very impressionistic for me back when.’ The remix created for Brett Morgen’s 2022 documentary Moonage Daydream highlights this by foregrounding the retro flair of the keyboard and saxophone parts. That feel also comes through in the circular lyrics that owe everything to the conviction with which Bowie delivers them.

      

      God and man, no confessions God and man, no religion

      God and man, don’t believe in modern love

      

      ‘China Girl’ (David Bowie, Iggy Pop)

      ‘China Girl’ was the first of several Iggy Pop songs David Bowie recorded in the 1980s. As the second single and second big hit from Let’s Dance, reaching the top ten in the US and UK, it stands as the most commercially successful of the group. The financial windfall helped ‘the Godfather of Punk’ achieve a level of financial security he’d never before experienced and paved the way for further work with Bowie.

      Interpretations of the song’s subject matter range from drugs to a woman Iggy Pop was enamoured with. The lyrics aren’t very illuminating in this regard but, nonetheless, convey that the subject is deeply felt, whatever it may be.

      

      I stumble into town

      Just like a sacred cow

      Visions of swastikas in my head

      Plans for everyone

      

      David Bowie’s rendition is best remembered for two things. The music video, made with director David Mallet, offered both commentary on racial stereotypes and a scene of borderline scandalous intimacy inspired by the movie From Here To Eternity. More integral is the guitar figure Nile Rodgers devised for this version. Rodgers has commented on its origin in a number of places over the years, but a consistent starting point is his conviction that the track needed a hook. He discussed the musical approach in the liner notes for the Loving The Alien set:

      One night, I went home from the studio thinking about ‘China Girl’ and came up with this lick – all double-stops with intervals of fourths. It was an ‘Oriental scale’ – that’s a technical term, although it sounds racist – a very American name for an Asian-sounding scale. It was not out of character with what Carl Stalling might have written for a Bugs Bunny cartoon with an Asian theme.

      

      While his approach was aesthetically sound, the producer still worried about how it would be received by the artist. ‘I said to myself, either David is going to hate this so much that he’s going to fire me, or he’s going to get the comedic value’, he explained in the 2013 BBC documentary Five Years. ‘I have to admit, I was nervous as hell. I played it for him and David went, ‘I love it!’’

      

      ‘Let’s Dance’ (Bowie)

      David Bowie recorded demos throughout his career, but Let’s Dance stands out as an album whose ultimate identity hinged on these early iterations. This started with the title song, which Bowie first shared with Nile Rodgers as a folky piece, played on a 12-string guitar that only had six strings. Despite the singer’s assurance that he thought the song could be a hit, Rodgers was unsure how to proceed.

      Wondering whether Bowie might be testing him as to whether he was willing to take an artistic stand, the producer talked to some of the singer’s friends. After they assured him that Bowie’s conviction about the song’s potential was genuine, Rodgers pondered the next step. His answer came from considering the musical possibilities. ‘I thought about how much David loved jazz, so I totally changed the inversion and replaced the chords he had done – which were very guitar 101 to me – with jazzier ones’, he wrote in 2018.

      Rodgers then recruited musicians to record a demo based on his charts. This included multi-instrumentalist Erdal Kizilcay, who would work with Bowie on several projects over the next dozen years. In a novel twist, the producer had Bowie sing the lyrics in the same style as when he initially played the song, reasoning that ‘He thought they were a hit, so I wanted him to sing them that way.’

      Rodgers may have tapped into Bowie’s own thoughts about the lyrics. In an interview from this period, excerpted in Five Years, the singer commented: ‘In terms of lyric, I’ve tried to keep it simple as anything that I’ve written before. I’m trying to write in a more obvious and positive manner than I’ve written in a long time.’

      ‘If you listen to the [demo] recording of the first time we played it through, you can hear it working’, said Rodgers. ‘David Richards, Queen’s engineer, reminded me that we recorded the demos of the entire album in two days, but I only remember making ‘Let’s Dance’ because that was my big experiment.’

      Beyond being a massive and enduring hit – topping the singles charts in more than a dozen countries – ‘Let’s Dance’ encapsulates the fusion of Bowie’s and Rodgers’ approaches. This includes finding themselves on the same wavelength for the horn parts, inspired by the theme music to the TV series Peter Gunn and Stevie Ray Vaughan’s guitar work – ‘I love the contrast between my guitars and his’, declared the producer. ‘When you hear his first solo on ‘Let’s Dance’, it’s just one note. It is the most perfect B-flat I’ve ever heard in my life.’

      

      ‘Without You’ (Bowie)

      ‘This was a singer’s album’, replied David Bowie when interviewer Timothy White pointed out that he didn’t play any instruments on Let’s Dance. While that’s true, the contributions of the instrumentalists are likewise essential. ‘Without You’, which closes the album’s first side, makes both points quite eloquently. A graceful, heartfelt ballad of the kind he hadn’t recorded since the mid-1970s, it showcases the more direct vocal and lyrical approach Bowie committed to for the album.

      

      Just when I’m ready to throw in my hand

      Just when the best things in life are gone

      I look into your eyes

      

      At the same time, the players create the musical setting for Bowie to maximise the drama vocally. Not just Stevie Ray Vaughan – whose ‘solo floats in like a benediction’, to quote Charles Shaar Murray – but also Chic’s co- founder and bassist Bernard Edwards and their drummer Tony Thompson provide a foundation that’s in equal parts steady and supple. Thompson later joined the Serious Moonlight tour, and both he and Edwards collaborated again on the 1985 Duran Duran side project The Power Station.

      

      ‘Ricochet’ (Bowie)

      Following a side full of songs all released as singles, ‘Ricochet’, which started life with the working title ‘Shame Shame (It’s Not The End Of The World)’, comes across as a major shift. This is especially true on CD, where the distinction between album sides – and the process of flipping the record – is erased. Stylistic contrasts aside, ‘Ricochet’ also displays Bowie’s gift for drama, particularly in his delivery of impressionistic lyrics, such as ‘Sound of thunder, sound of gold, sound of the devil breaking parole’.

      The most experimental piece on Let’s Dance, with a spoken track lower in the mix adding to its otherworldly mood, ‘Ricochet’ demonstrated Bowie’s and Rodgers’ mutual interest in Afrobeat. This added a new dimension to the song, but the interplay of percussion and horns also made it one of the more complex recordings on the album. ‘That first session was about getting the percussion right to make the bed track’, said Rodgers, who also put great effort into the horns. ‘We had a saxophone choir with trumpets for punch, and I made it all hip and swingy since David loved jazz. I had to fight the drums, so that was my orchestration on that.’

      Bowie maintained affection for the song itself and considered playing it for his 1987 tour but was less enthusiastic about the recording. ‘The syncopation was wrong. It had an ungainly gait; it should have flowed’, he told Scott Isler in a 1987 interview for Musician. ‘Nile did his own thing to it, but it wasn’t quite what I’d had in mind when I wrote the song.’

      

      ‘Criminal World’ (Peter Godwin, Duncan Browne, Sean Lyons)

      The only song on Let’s Dance David Bowie wasn’t involved in writing, ‘Criminal World’, which originally appeared on the English band Metro’s self- titled debut album from 1977, was another example of his eye for talent.

      Caught between the crest of glam rock’s 1970s wave and the advent of new- wave, the group never caught on, in part because the BBC banned ‘Criminal World’, supposedly due to its sexual content.

      Whether lyrics such as ‘now I know about your special kisses’ or ‘she’ll show you where to shoot your gun’ are truly more suggestive than those in other songs the broadcaster found no issue with is debatable. They do, however, make it unsurprising that Bowie would want to recast this glam- rock/new-wave hybrid in his own image. By the time his version was released, Metro had disbanded, with founding member Peter Godwin achieving modest success as a solo artist. His 1982 single ‘Images Of Heaven’ attained the cult-favourite status that ‘Criminal World’ was denied.

      

      ‘Cat People (Putting Out Fire)’ (David Bowie, Giorgio Moroder)

      Bowie’s re-recording of the theme song to Cat People is a far sleeker iteration than the one recorded with Giorgio Moroder. Where the original broods and simmers, the version on Let’s Dance gets straight to the point. With ‘Cat People’ being the only song from Let’s Dance outside of the big hits included in the setlist for the Serious Moonlight tour, perhaps the singer’s drive to rework the song stemmed from wanting it to sound more direct in concert.

      

      ‘Shake It’ (Bowie)

      ‘Shake It’ comes the closest to being disposable on Let’s Dance. Rhythmically, it doesn’t do anything that the album’s singles don’t do better. Lyrically, it’s as slight as anything Bowie ever recorded. Yet, there’s a charm to the singer’s performance and a sincerity that offsets the flippancy. If lines like, ‘when I’m feeling disconnected, well I sure know what to do’, lack the gravity found on Scary Monsters, the commitment with which they’re delivered holds true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Tonight (1984)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      David Bowie: vocals, percussion

      Carlos Alomar: guitars

      Derek Bramble: bass, guitar, synthesizer, background vocals

      Carmine Rojas: bass

      Sammy Figueroa: percussion

      Omar Hakim: drums

      Guy St. Onge: marimba

      Mark Pender: trumpet and flugelhorn

      The Borneo Horns: Stan Harrison (alto and tenor saxophone), Steve Elson (baritone saxophone),

      Lenny Pickett (tenor saxophone, clarinet)

      Robin Clark, Curtis King and George Simms: backing vocals

      Tina Turner: vocals on ‘Tonight’

      Iggy Pop: vocals on ‘Dancing With The Big Boys’

      Recorded at Le Studio, Morin Heights, Canada

      Producers: David Bowie, Derek Bramble and Hugh Padgham

      Engineer: Hugh Padgham

      Release date: 24 September 1984

      Label: EMI

      Chart placings: US: 11, UK: 1

      Running time: 35:47

      

      Longtime fans weren’t the only ones ambivalent about the success of Let’s Dance. David Bowie himself experienced a disconnect from his newly expanded audience. ‘I remember looking out over these waves of people and thinking, ‘I wonder how many Velvet Underground albums these people have in their record collection’’, he mused in a 1997 interview.

      The singer’s interviews from the time also factored into this dynamic. His comments taking MTV to task for their lack of videos from black artists hold much greater weight in retrospect, but in 1983, more attention was paid to telling Kurt Loder in Rolling Stone that ‘The biggest mistake I ever made was telling that Melody Maker writer that I was bisexual.’ To many fans, that remark felt like a repudiation of the open-minded attitudes that made him such a compelling personality in the first place, seemingly in an effort to make himself palatable for mass consumption.

      Whether the real mistake was commenting on his sexuality in the 1970s or apparently backtracking about it a decade later was beside the point because the singer had more mistakes in store. One that both Bowie and many fans found consensus on started with a phone call.

      According to Carlos Alomar, ‘While we’re on tour, we get called by the record company. They say, ‘The record’s doing great and sales are amazing. We need another album right away.’’ While unhappy to be facing the record label pressures he’d sidestepped in the making of Let’s Dance, by May 1984,David Bowie was back in the studio. Before getting to that point, he had to address two key issues, one of them being the choice of producer.

      Despite how well they worked together on Let’s Dance, a second collaboration between Bowie and Nile Rodgers wasn’t immediately on the cards, in part because the producer thought the singer deliberately downplayed his contribution to the record’s success. ‘When he was on the cover of Time Magazine, I’m not sure I’m even mentioned in the article’, Rodgers told Dylan Jones. ‘That really sort of hurt.’ The pair eventually resolved matters between them, but in the short term, Bowie chose a different direction.

      Derek Bramble spent several years with the band Heatwave – best known for their disco-era hit ‘Boogie Nights’ – before setting off on his own as a songwriter and producer. While Bramble was working with up-and-coming r&b singer Jaki Graham, his manager received a call from David Bowie’s representatives about working together.

      Personal pride appeared to factor into the pair working together just as much, if not more, than musical considerations. Bramble told interviewer Chas de Whalley in a 1985 article for the magazine International Musician that he wasn’t really a fan of Bowie’s work. However, he added: ‘This was a time when I could either make it or break it and I didn’t want to look back ten years later and kick myself for not taking advantage of the situation.’

      As for the singer, engineer Hugh Padgham, who’d recently co-produced albums for Phil Collins and The Police, saw Derek Bramble’s hiring as Bowie wanting to prove that the success of Let’s Dance wasn’t solely about its producer. Padgham opined to Dylan Jones that ‘David probably thought that he was the one who’d taken Nile Rodgers out of disco land, so he thought, I’ll discover the next person.’

      A bigger question involved what songs his new production partner would be helping him record. Tonight contains the fewest Bowie-written originals of any studio album he released between Let’s Dance and Blackstar. Bowie was forthright about this at the time, at least by his own standards. In a September 1984 profile for New Musical Express – syndicated to other publications and reputedly copy-edited by Bowie himself – he conceded to Charles Shaar Murray that ‘There’s not the usual amount of writing on [Tonight] from me. I wanted to keep my hand in, so to speak, and go back in the studio – but I didn’t really feel as if I had enough new things of my own because of the tour. I can’t write on tour.’

      Not wanting to write and record new songs that simply ‘would do’, Bowie took several different approaches to supplement a pair of his own individual compositions whose quality he felt confident about. Along with cover versions of songs by other artists, he renewed one of his most important creative partnerships from the previous decade. ‘What I suppose I really wanted to do was to work with Iggy again’, he explained to Murray. ‘That’s something I’ve not done for a long time. And Iggy wanted us to do something together.’ In practical terms for Bowie, this meant co-writing a pair of new songs for Tonight, as well as him recording three existing Iggy Pop songs, two of them originally recorded for their 1977 collaboration Lust For Life.

      After working on demos with Derek Bramble in Switzerland, Bowie started recording the album itself at Le Studio in Morin Heights, a popular tourist destination in the Canadian province of Quebec. Beyond the quality of the facilities, Hugh Padgham believed that a desire to keep the singer ‘hundreds of miles away from temptation’ influenced the choice of studio. Unlike Let’s Dance, most of the band for Tonight had played with David Bowie before.

      Carlos Alomar was back, as was his wife Robin Clark, who previously sang on Young Americans, along with more recent additions Omar Hakim and Carmine Rojas. The latter’s bass playing was supplemented by Derek Bramble, who contributed a variety of instrumentation.

      As with its predecessor, the most prominent contributors to Tonight were artists in their own right. Iggy Pop sang with Bowie on ‘Dancing With The Big Boys’, one of the new songs they wrote together, and the album’s title track, written by the pair in the 1970s, became a duet with Tina Turner. Another similarity with Let’s Dance was Bowie again choosing not to play instruments on the record.

      ‘I just came in with the songs and the ideas and how they should be played and then watched them put it all together’, he said in the NME piece. ‘I did five or six pieces of writing and I sing a lot, and Hugh Padgham (the engineer) and Derek put the sound together between them.’

      Derek Bramble’s comments in International Musician that ‘Everybody knew and respected each other’ at the sessions fit that narrative of a smooth recording process, as did his praise for Bowie’s ability to get vocal tracks done with minimal takes. However, more recent accounts point to a less harmonious environment. Hugh Padgham cited the less experienced producer’s insistence on recording numerous unnecessary vocal takes as a point of contention, leading to the engineer being asked to take over as producer partway through the sessions.

      By this point, though, it seemed to Padgham that Bowie had lost whatever enthusiasm he’d had for developing the album. He told Uncut in 2018 that the singer even declined to finish a pair of promising songs they’d worked on with Iggy Pop that would have given the record as a whole more substance. ‘I think at this point in the proceedings, David was like, ‘I just want to get the bloody thing done.’’

      From Carlos Alomar’s standpoint, the album’s direction had been compromised from the start, not just by the record company pushing for a follow-up to Let’s Dance but also by the musical approach while making it. ‘We were thinking about the collaborators, not about the songs themselves’, he lamented to Dylan Jones. Hugh Padgham was more pointed in his assessment, telling Jones that he felt ‘very privileged to have worked with David, but also slightly pissed off that it was on one of his worst records’.
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: Though glossier than David Bowie's earlier collaborations with director David
Mallet, the music video for ‘Let’'s Dance’ was equally memorable.
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Left: A massive
commercial success, the
1983 album Let’s Dance
also changed the creative
trajectory of David
Bowic’s career. (EMI)

Right: Bowie followed Let’s
Dance with 1984’ Tonight,

an album mixing some of the
singer’s best work with his most
disposable. (EMI)

Left: David Bowie and Mick
Jagger recorded ‘Dancing In The
Street’ when technical limitations
prevented a Transatlantic duet at
Live Aid. (EMD







