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Introduction

The game has changed. Michael Jordan elevated the NBA to new heights in the 1990s, but the look and feel of the league is now dramatically different. The games we are watching in the 2020s bear little resemblance to the ones we watched Jordan dominate thirty years ago. But the massive stylistic shifts that define the post-Jordan NBA didn’t just happen—they were introduced and battle-tested by a handful of iconoclastic superstars that not only dominated the league, they changed it forever.

Today’s NBA games are speedy, sprawling affairs, but that’s a far cry from what we were watching in the late 1990s. The Last Dance captured Jordan’s incredible final season in Chicago, but while his sixth championship run may have been among MJ’s finest hours, the overall choreography of the league was flailing. Jordan won that last title against a backdrop of slow, brutish play. Part of his greatness was simple contrast. He didn’t just win; he offered a better path forward. He proved the best player in the world could also be beautiful to watch. He proved skill and speed could be as dominant as strength and size.

At the end of the 20th century, NBA games were slower than ever. They were dominated by physicality and defense. Things reached rock bottom in 1998–99, the season after Jordan’s Last Dance in Chicago.

That year, NBA teams averaged 91.6 points per game, the lowest such mark since the league implemented its shot clock in April of 1954. They made only 43.7% of their shots, the lowest since 1965–66. In that same 1998–99 season, an average team only logged 88.9 possessions per contest, which remains the only time in the shot-clock era when that figure dipped below 90.

This was not showtime; it was slowtime.

Either Magic Johnson or Larry Bird starred in the Finals in every year of the 1980s. Then Jordan came and won 6 titles in the 1990s. His Last Dance was a triumph for his ultimate legacy, but with Jordan off the stage, the NBA had no more deodorant to cover up its slow and stanky choreography.

Without Magic, Bird, or Jordan, what would become of the best basketball league in the world?

We now know the answer to that question, and it inspired me to write this book. From the ashes of its post-Jordan crater, the NBA has emerged as a global juggernaut. The association is now one of the strongest and most popular pro sports leagues on the planet. But its ascent is more than just a business school case study; it’s a story about innovation on the hardwood itself and a series of superstars from all over the world that have given rise to the so-called modern NBA.

As an analyst in and around the league, I’ve been studying trends in the NBA for well over a decade now, diving into the stats to examine how and why the league has shifted so much in the 21st century. As a geographer and a mapmaker, I’ve been particularly fascinated with the spatial nature of these amazing changes.

My first book, Sprawlball, explored how the 3-point revolution reshaped the league, but the drastic shifts in gameplay in the best basketball league in the world were not just caused by the addition of the 3-point stripe or analytics—instead, they were sparked by a handful of legendary figures that changed the game.

I wrote this book to celebrate the transformative hoopers that have both dominated the best basketball league on the planet and also reformed it in the process. Hoop Atlas maps out the metamorphosis of the NBA from Jordan through Jokić and into an unknown future.

Today’s hot-take mediascape loves to compare and contrast the statistical résumés of the NBA’s biggest stars and argue about who is better than whom, but that tired format misses the actual point of greatness, needlessly pitting the legacies of iconic athletes against one another. The truth is that these legacies have harmonized to create the modern game and lift up the sport too. The best hoopers of all time are not better or worse than each other any more than the best jazz players or best impressionists are better or worse than each other.

THE GAME HAS CHANGED

Most Common NBA Shot Locations | 2002–3 Versus 2022–23
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Modern NBA games are filled with stretchy big men, stepbacks, crossovers, eurosteps, and corner 3s. But while those elements have come to define pro hoops in the 21st century, they didn’t just appear overnight—they were invented, tested, perfected, and disseminated. They have slowly become fundamentals. Rings are easy to measure; generational influence is not.

With this Atlas project, I wanted to map out the gradual continental drift that characterizes the modernization of pro hoops, but I also wanted to salute the influencers that sparked it all. I wanted to explore the impacts of a handful of legendary titans that put the basketball world upon their shoulders and carried it forward. NBA teams love to memorialize greatness with decorative banners up in the rafters, but the league’s most precious legacies are always found down on the floor, game in and game out.




[1]

The Atlas of the Modern NBA
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It began with a shrug.

Michael Jordan gave the world a preview of the modern NBA on June 3, 1992. Long before players like Stephen Curry shot pro basketball into outer space, Jordan put on the seminal performance that showed the basketball world the virtues of perimeter scoring. The modern NBA is defined by both major tectonic shifts in gameplay and the mighty cultural impacts we now associate with the league’s brightest superstars. That evening in Chicago Stadium, Jordan turned the biggest stage in pro hoops into a one-man preview of coming attractions.

Jordan’s Bulls were hosting the Portland Trail Blazers in game 1 of the NBA Finals. The two squads were the best teams in the league all year, and it had felt for months like this matchup was destined.

A few weeks earlier, the cover of the May 11, 1992, issue of Sports Illustrated featured an image of Portland’s Clyde Drexler and Jordan along with the headline “On a Collision Course.” The caption read, “Michael Jordan and his No. 1 rival, Portland’s Clyde Drexler, are primed for a playoff showdown.”

That spring, basketball media was still trying to make sense of the sudden reality that the Magic-Bird era was gone. The two icons had elevated the NBA in pop culture and fueled a decade’s worth of narratives around the best basketball league in the world.

The rivalry between Larry Bird and Magic Johnson famously set a new standard for marketability and hype for the Finals. Their individual star power enabled David Stern and the NBA to manufacture drama and attract viewers in the same way that boxing promoters had been doing for years: instead of framing the Finals matchups as team-versus-team affairs, the league learned to sell them as clashes between heavyweight superstars.

The 1984 Finals didn’t just pit the Celtics against the Lakers—it was Bird against Magic. This framing helped get viewers to turn on their televisions, but it was also an honest pitch line—the rivalry was not concocted by network executives. The two superstars had played each other in the unforgettable 1979 NCAA championship game, before they entered the league together later that year. It didn’t hurt that the phenoms would lead the two most prestigious franchises in the league, Bird in Boston and Johnson in Los Angeles. In the 1980s, they rapidly emerged as the dual faces of a struggling NBA.

Even though Johnson and the Lakers won the Finals in his rookie season, not many Americans saw the deciding game on television. In game 6, the Lakers were playing without Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, the league MVP, but that didn’t stop the Lakers’ brilliant rookie from going out and winning the game. As a rookie, Johnson scored 42 points. He added 15 rebounds and 7 assists as the Lakers won the series on the Sixers’ home floor.

It was a basketball masterpiece, but as the game unfolded in Philadelphia, CBS, the network with the option to broadcast the game live, chose not to.

It was a Friday in May, and back then that meant The Dukes of Hazzard and Dallas were on. Instead of preempting its two highest-rated prime-time shows, the network showed the game a few hours later. With the exception of a few markets, the biggest NBA game of the season aired on tape delay at 11:30 p.m. Eastern.

That infamous programming decision has come to symbolize television’s lukewarm interest in pro basketball in 1980. But Bird and Magic would change all that. At least one of them appeared in the Finals in every season of the 1980s, with the Lakers taking home five titles and the Celtics winning three of them that decade. The 1987 Finals—the final time Bird and Magic played for the title—set a new record for television ratings for the league’s championship series.

But at the dawn of the 1990s, Father Time was catching up with both stars and pro basketball was bound to move forward without them. In June 1991, eleven years after Johnson’s tape-delayed masterpiece in Philly, Jordan poetically took the league’s superstar torch as the Bulls won their first title at the expense of Johnson’s Lakers. Five months later, Johnson shocked the sports world by announcing he was HIV-positive and retiring from the league. Bird’s body broke down, and he retired the following summer. By the summer of 1992, the kings of the ’80s were both out of the league and the weight of the NBA’s future rested on Jordan’s shoulders.

Bird and Magic had carried the NBA world from primordial to prime time, but then, like Atlas, Jordan would carry it to unimaginable new heights in America and beyond. Jordan launched the modern NBA.

In the early ’90s, it was Jordan’s league, and everyone knew it. But even though Bird and Magic were out, the world’s top sportswriters weren’t ready to give up the rivalry trope that had become all too comfortable. So ahead of the 1992 Finals, the media had zeroed in on the matchup between Jordan and Portland’s Clyde Drexler.

In that Sports Illustrated cover story, Jack McCallum wrote, “This is the season in which Drexler, 29, has clearly elevated his game to the point where he now stands in the estimation of most NBA insiders, right behind Michael Jordan as the league’s best all-around player.”

In the run-up to the ’92 Finals, sportswriters spent weeks trying to speak their manufactured rivalry into reality. It didn’t last long. In Jordan’s first trip to the Finals, he had slain Johnson’s Lakers. In his second trip, he destroyed the notion that he had any legitimate rivals in pro hoops. It took less than 24 minutes.

In the first half of game 1 of the ’92 Finals, Jordan broke Elgin Baylor’s 30-year-old record for the most points ever scored by a player in a single Finals half, but that was only part of the story. In that unprecedented first-half showcase, Jordan also forged a blueprint for the modern NBA and foreshadowed a brave new basketball world dominated by elite on-ball perimeter players capable of winning the biggest games on the biggest stages in profound new ways.

The game started in typical ’90s fashion. On the first possession, the Blazers dumped the ball down to the left block, where the hulking Kevin Duckworth was posting up Chicago’s seven-footer, Bill Cartwright. This form of low post play had defined basketball for decades. Games were won and lost as the league’s biggest men toiled in claustrophobic places close to the rim.

Before the advent of the 3-point line, scoring strategies were simple. The best shots in the game happened close to the bucket. There was no reason to shoot the ball from 25 feet. Over a decade after the league added its 3-point stripe, players and teams barely used it. In 1991–1992, NBA shooters took fewer than 10 percent of their shots from downtown, and most star players in the league could thrive close to the rim. Height, weight, and toughness were paramount in the early ’90s. Duckworth was listed at seven feet, 275 pounds. He made two all-star teams for a simple reason—he was one of the biggest and strongest human beings in pro hoops. Cartwright was no slouch, but he was older, and giving up 30 pounds to Duckworth in the paint. It was no surprise that the first possession of the Finals went to Portland’s center down the low block.

After a pump fake, Duckworth drew contact against Cartwright before making an awkward right-handed shot. It was a classic “and-1” that led to an old-fashioned 3-point play, but Jordan was about to steal the show with an unprecedented flurry of newfangled 3-point plays.

[image: image]

After Duckworth converted his short-range bucket, Magic Johnson, who was calling the game for NBC, said, “I think you can look for both teams to go inside early.” That was a safe bet, but Jordan was about to make him look silly.

Early in the first quarter, following a Bulls steal, the Bulls guard John Paxson threw a transition pass to Jordan, who caught the ball just behind the 3-point line along the left wing. The Blazers’ Jerome Kersey was the closest defender, but Kersey did not even attempt to contest Jordan’s first 3-point attempt of the game. Jordan rose up and missed the wide-open jumper short.

Jordan was the best scorer on the planet, but if there was a weakness in his bag, it was his 3-pointer. That season Jordan played 80 games, but made only 27 percent of his 100 3-point attempts. Anytime he would rise up for a long-range attempt, the defense would breathe a sigh of relief.

In the first three rounds of the 1992 playoffs, he’d made only five total 3-point shots, and the most he’d made in any single game all season long was three, which he did twice. This was not Stephen Curry. Jordan won the 1982 NCAA championship with a fearless late-game jumper at age 19, but a decade later he had yet to become a long-range threat in the NBA. Coming out of the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill in 1984, the scouting report on the young shooting guard was that he was a fantastic athlete with a thin frame and an unreliable jumper. How good could a shooting guard be without a reliable shot?

In 2009, Rod Thorn, the legendary front-office figure who will always be remembered for overseeing the Bulls’ selection of Jordan with the third pick of the 1984 draft, told the New York Daily News that his most famous prospect had one huge question mark associated with his game. “Back then, the knock on Michael was that he couldn’t shoot the ball,” Thorn recalled.



For a long time, that first season, he just drove the ball to the basket and he didn’t need a shot. But Michael was so smart, he learned from taking some mighty licks. So he said, “I gotta get a jump shot,” and he got one. But when we looked at him for the draft, he was 195 pounds and 6–6, so he was kind of thin. So the biggest thing about him was, can he make a shot? We wondered what kind of shooter he’d be.



Jordan struggled with his shot early, and his range definitely did not extend out to the 3-point line. But his desire to win, along with his desire to not get his ass kicked by the brutes in the paint, led him to eventually develop the most unstoppable jump-shooting portfolio the game had ever seen. It didn’t happen overnight—and that’s an understatement. In his first four years in Chicago, Jordan was more Westbrook than Curry, converting just 31 of 189 total 3-point attempts. That’s 16.4 percent, and ranks 87th out of 88 NBA players who tried at least 100 total 3s in that four-season window.

The phenom from Chapel Hill still managed to win the scoring title in his third and fourth seasons in the league, despite shooting just 18 percent and 13 percent from beyond the arc in those respective campaigns. He was faster and more explosive than every other player in the league. Oh, and more competitive too. Long before he won his first championship, Jordan had become one of the best rim-attacking wings in the history of pro hoops.

Technically, he was a “shooting guard,” but early in his arc Jordan was an attack guard. While many of his touches started in those traditional perimeter locations, the vast majority of his buckets early on came in the paint.

In the 1980s, his nickname was never Jump Shot Jordan, it was Air Jordan. His aerial choreography captured the hearts, the minds, and eventually the wallets of millions of young hoopers around the world. In 1984, a photographer named Jacobus Rentmeester—then a student at UNC—captured an image of Jordan in his Olympic warm-ups for Life magazine. In the photo, Jordan struck a ballet pose inspired by a technique, known as a “grand jeté,” in which a dancer leaps with legs extended, one foot forward and the other back. The image appeared in Life as part of a series of photos of American athletes bound to compete in the 1984 Summer Olympic Games. Shortly after Rentmeester’s photo appeared in the magazine, Nike asked to borrow color transparencies of his photo. What happened next is up for debate, but forty years later that silhouetted image of Jordan’s grand jeté has become one of the most recognizable logos in both sports and fashion.

Eighties Jordan may have been the best high-wire act in pro sports, but the youngster never got to the Finals. He made the all-star game in his first six years in the league, and he won four scoring titles and two dunk contests, but older superstars in the league were still dominating the postseason. In Jordan’s first six seasons, Magic Johnson won three titles, Isiah Thomas won two, and Larry Bird won one.

The Tar Heel with the sketchy jumper eventually won more than all of those guys because he also became the most fearless, most clutch, and most terrifying jump shooter of his era. The ’80s Jordan couldn’t shoot; the ’90s Jordan couldn’t miss.

Following a high-flying Drexler dunk, the Blazers held an 11–6 lead early in game 1 as the Bulls set up an in-bounds play. Pippen in-bounded the ball to Paxson, and Jordan came off a pindown screen to receive the next pass on the right wing, just inches beyond the 3-point arc.

Jordan held the ball over his head, initially looking to throw an entry pass down to Bill Cartwright on the right block, but he didn’t like what he saw. He lowered the ball down to his chest as Drexler continued to stay back, daring him to shoot his second 3 of the night. Jordan obliged. He fired off another errant 3, this attempt missing long.

Just four minutes into the series, part of Portland’s game plan was already obvious: they were content to let Jordan shoot 3s. During the final two games of the Eastern Conference Finals against the Cavs, Jordan took 55 total shots and scored 66 total points, but none of those shots and none of those points were from beyond the arc. Now, mere minutes into the ’92 Finals, neither Kersey nor Drexler had shown any interest in contesting Jordan downtown, and in the process they had successfully lured the 27 percent 3-point shooter into missing two early triples. It was early, but Portland had to feel good about their plan.

On the broadcast, Magic Johnson took note of the Blazers’ defensive tactics. “See how Clyde Drexler is playing Michael Jordan. He’s not up on him, he’s playing like two feet off. He’s enticing him to take that jump shot, and right now Michael is 0-for-2 from out there,” Johnson said, adding, “Now let’s see what happens during the course of the game.”

As Johnson finished making his point, Portland’s Cliff Robinson sank an elbow jumper in Horace Grant’s face. The Blazers had made their first seven shots and opened up a 15–7 lead.

Nearly halfway through the first quarter, the Bulls were still ice cold when, once again, the ball found Jordan beyond the arc, and once again, Drexler stood flat-footed, daring the scoring champ to take his third 3-point attempt in the game’s first six minutes.

Again, Jordan took the bait, but for the first time this attempt found its target.

On the broadcast, Marv Albert remarked, “Most unusual to see Michael bombing away. That’s his third 3-point attempt, and he finally hits.”

Johnson replied, “Marv, Clyde Drexler is enticing him to shoot it.”

On the Bulls’ next trip down, they posted up Jordan on the right block, and he promptly hit a fadeaway while also drawing a foul on Drexler.

His first made 3 and the and-1 immediately changed the vibe in the gym. The defending champs were finally hitting shots, and Chicago Stadium was showing signs of life.

The Bulls were still trailing by eight when Scottie Pippen attacked the heart of Portland’s defense, causing Drexler to collapse away from Jordan. Pippen dished the ball to a wide-open Jordan in the strong side corner, and just as the shot clock horn buzzed, Jordan sank his second 3 of the game.

A few minutes later, after Pippen intercepted a pass in the paint on the other end, he raced down the floor, and as he crossed the 3-point line, he once again found his legendary teammate wide open beyond the 3-point line. Jordan rose up and sank his third made triple of the first quarter. He hadn’t made three or more 3s in a game in his previous 54 games.

It was a stunning early storyline, and on the call Albert was prepared with a perfect anecdote.



You know, Michael Jordan yesterday, in commenting about the comparisons with Clyde Drexler, said, “Yes, we’re even in every category,” although someone said, “How about 3-point shooting? Drexler looks for the 3 usually,” . . . and Jordan made the point, “Well, I have not chosen to shoot 3-point shots,” as if to say, “Well, if I wanted to go that route, I’d be doing the same as Drexler.” Well, he has chosen to look for the 3 here in the first quarter.



It was poetry. That Jordan quote could also sum up the sentiments of a premodern NBA that never viewed 3-point shooting as a main course. The league added the 3-point line in 1979. Thirteen years later, scoring from there was still a side dish. Games were almost exclusively won and lost inside of it.

The main characters of the 1992 Finals all grew up without 3-pointers. Jordan and Drexler made the Final Four in college without a 3-point line. When MJ hit the shot to beat Georgetown, there was no arc. A few months later he won a gold medal in Los Angeles on another court without a 3-point line. The coaches that night, Phil Jackson and Rick Adelman, had both played in the league, but neither ever made a 3-point shot. Adelman’s career wrapped up before the line was added, while Jackson tried two 3-pointers in his final year—the league’s first season with the arc—and missed both. These guys all became great basketball players in a world without 3-point shots. One huge reason the league’s 3-point awakening took decades is that the shot was completely foreign to the cohort of players and coaches who populated the league throughout the ’80s and early ’90s. Now the 3-pointer is a fundamental.

Just as Albert finished his anecdote, Jordan once again found himself with the ball just beyond the 3-point arc along the right wing, only this time Drexler was not flat-footed. Jordan knew just what to do. He used a quick pump fake, Drexler lunged to contest, and Jordan used one dribble to enter the 2-point zone before knocking down a wide-open 15-foot pull-up.

Johnson: “See, he hits three or four in a row, and Clyde knows he had to come up on him, so he sucked him in that time with a pump fake and went right past him for the easy 2-point jump shot.”

At the end of the first quarter, Jordan had 18 points, including nine from beyond the arc. The Bulls had effectively responded to the hot start from Portland and took a 3-point lead into the second quarter.

Atlas Shrugged

Jordan stayed hot. After he hit a catch-and-shoot 3 from the right wing early in the second quarter, Albert said, “Well, Michael has gone to a new weapon, that’s his fourth 3-point field goal.” A few minutes later, Horace Grant kicked an offensive rebound out to John Paxson, who quickly swung the ball to Jordan at the top of the arc, who rose up and sank another 3. Albert said, “That is an NBA Finals record, five 3-pointers in a half. He now has 30 points. He is 3 points away from most points scored in a half in an NBA Final. Elgin Baylor with the record, set back in ’62.”

The home crowd was frenzied. The game was getting out of hand, and Drexler tried to respond. He dribbled into a 3-point try along the right wing against Scottie Pippen. His air ball careened into the hands of Horace Grant, who threw an outlet pass to John Paxson. Paxson dribbled the ball up the right side, got to the hash along the right sideline, spun around, and searched for the next pass. Jordan was trailing the action and arrived at the left wing just in time. Paxson fired him the pass. Portland’s Cliff Robinson raced to contest the shot, but it was too late.

Jordan’s sixth 3 of the night will never be remembered for the way he shot it, or for the way it fell through the goal. Albert, once again sensing the moment, had the call: “Here’s Jordan for 3 . . . , yes!” Then: “Did you see that look? Michael indicating he can’t believe it.”

Jogging back to the defensive end, Jordan, the Atlas of the NBA, looked at the announcers’ table where Johnson and Albert were sitting and gave them—and everyone else watching on television—a shrug. Like an actor breaking the fourth wall, Jordan glanced into our living rooms with a look of humorous, stunned disbelief.

One reason watching big games like game 1 of the 1992 NBA Finals is so popular is that the script is unwritten. You never know what you might see. An hour earlier, nobody would have predicted Jordan’s 3-point spree, but it happened. His own expression spoke for every hooper in America and around the world who was watching the biggest game of the year. Nobody could believe it, not even Jordan himself.
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Jordan had just sunk his sixth 3 of the first half. Twenty-three years before Stephen Curry ever made the Finals, and as tens of millions of us watched, Jordan gave the hoops world a premonition: 3-point shots could win the biggest games in the sport.

Jump shooters were bound to turn the sport inside out.

Not only had Jordan just broken the record for most points in a half in NBA Finals history, but the way he did it was unprecedented. This was not Wilt Chamberlain or Kareem Abdul-Jabbar feasting in the paint, but a jump shooter punishing the best team in the Western Conference with a dizzying array of jumpers.

Only one of Jordan’s 14 first-half field goals came at the rim. He made 13 jumpers in the first 24 minutes of action. Everybody remembers the 3s, and rightfully so, but Jordan also made seven of 10 midrange jumpers in that half.

Jordan could have mastered long-range shooting, but as he said the day after that game 1 masterpiece, he believed relying on 3-point shots would take away from other key facets of his portfolio.

MICHAEL JORDAN

Game 1, 1992 NBA Finals | First Half Shots

35 Points | 6 of 9 from 3-Point Range | 7 of 10 in the Midrange
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“My 3-point shooting is something I don’t want to excel at because it takes away from all phases of my game,” Jordan said. “My game is fake, drive to the hole, penetrate, dish off, dunk. When you have that mentality of making 3s, you don’t go to the hole as much. You go to the 3-point line and start sitting there, waiting for someone to find you. That’s not my mentality, and I don’t want to create it because it takes away from the other parts of my game.”

Jordan’s game was contingent on being a multifaceted threat, and right or wrong, he viewed the 3-point shot itself as a threat to his own versatility and the adoption of the triple as something antithetical to his basketball worldview. The 3-point shot was passive. He was aggressive. He took matters into his own hands. He created his own shots in the paint, out of the post, and in the midrange. He never wanted to be a catch-and-shoot guy. That was for Craig Hodges, John Paxson, or Steve Kerr. As a scorer, he was against “waiting for someone to find you.” But that’s exactly what most 3-point scoring entails. To this day, over 80 percent of 3-point field goals in the league are assisted, and the exact kind of “sitting there, waiting for someone to find you” on the edges of the scoring area that Jordan maligned in 1992, now rebranded as “spacing,” has become a huge part of NBA offense. Open catch-and-shoot 3s have become an ideal outcome, a point of emphasis in today’s game, and a core tenet of every modern NBA offense.

Jordan’s unforgettable shooting exhibition in game 1 of the ’92 Finals helped change hoops forever. We all saw it. Over three decades later, those kinds of big nights from downtown are common. Stephen Curry and Klay Thompson took them to another level in the 2010s, and in the 2020s a litany of players have been putting up crooked box-score numbers thanks in large part to huge nights from beyond the 3-point arc.

“The 3s were like free throws,” Jordan said, astonished by his own performance. “I don’t know what was going on, but they were going in. Nobody expected it, but I took the opportunities when they came to me. I even surprised myself tonight with how hot I was and the way I was shooting.”

A month after that May 1992 Sports Illustrated cover, Jordan was once again on the cover—but this time he was alone. The cover image featured Jordan shooting a jump shot. Drexler was not pictured.

This was not Bird versus Magic. This was Jordan’s NBA.

The Modern NBA

Michael Jordan invented the modern NBA. Many of us believe Jordan is the single greatest basketball player ever mainly because we watched him both elevate and transform the sport. Jordan reformed the look and feel of greatness in pro basketball. Over two decades after he played his final game for the Wizards, his immense impacts are only becoming clearer. His career can be viewed from countless angles, but among his many accolades, it’s fair to say Air Jordan changed what basketball greatness looks like.

He rearranged the values of pro basketball, as can be seen when we map out the history of the NBA’s Most Valuable Player Award. As with the league itself, the history of the NBA’s biggest individual accolade can be divided into two distinct time frames: before Jordan and after Jordan. Jordan entered an NBA dominated by big powerful frontcourt players. For decades, the league’s most important players were its best big men. From George Mikan to Bill Russell through Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, the pre-Jordan phase of the NBA was owned by dominant centers. On draft night in 1984, Jordan was picked third overall, behind two centers for a basic reason.


	In the 20-year period leading up to Jordan’s rookie year of 1984–1985, centers won the league’s MVP trophy 18 times.

	In the 20-year period after Jordan retired, centers won that award just three times, and all 3 of those victories occurred in the 2020s.



Slowly but surely, Jordan helped turn pro hoops inside out. It was not a peaceful transition.

When Jordan entered the NBA in 1984, the league had never handed out its MVP Award to a shooting guard, and only two of the 29 MVPs had been given to guards: Bob Cousy in 1957, and Oscar Robertson in 1964.

In his 15 years in the NBA, Jordan won five MVPs; together, Jordan and Magic Johnson—who won three of them from the point guard position—upended the superstar template in pro hoops. Between 1986–1987 and 1991–1992, Johnson and Jordan combined to win six consecutive MVPs, and in the process they wrestled control of the league away from the frontcourt brutes and handed the keys to hyper-skilled guards and wings. Centers haven’t been the same since.

Make no mistake, in the modern NBA, size and strength are still vital, but skills like passing, handling, and shooting are too. Even today’s MVP-winning centers like Nikola Jokić and Joel Embiid possess incredible perimeter skill.

The Jordan Aesthetic

On April 27, 1997, Jordan gave the world one of his best postseason performances, scoring 55 points in a playoff game against the Washington Bullets, including 20 of the Bulls’ 23 points in the fourth quarter. He turned 35 shots into 55 points, while the rest of his team scored 54 points on 43 shots. But it was how he did all this that still matters today. In this victory, Jordan finished with 15 midrange field goals, tied for the most in a playoff game since the league began tracking shot locations in 1996. We didn’t know it at the time, but not only was this kind of shot chart unprecedented at the time, but it would also become impossible in the modern NBA.

The 1996–1997 season may have been peak Jordan. He won his ninth scoring title and his fifth championship. He was still an incredible athlete and shrewder than ever. But something else happened that season that helped launch the modern NBA.

In the fall of 1996, the league’s official scorers began recording shot locations, a move that would eventually lead to major changes in the aesthetic of pro basketball. At the tail end of the Chicago dynasty, nobody took advantage of this new data set that cataloged the exact coordinates of every shot, who took it, and its outcome. Back then, nobody in the media dissected performances with shot charts. Now, in the 2020s, people like me do it every day. Analyzing Jordan’s shooting data from the ’90s through a modern analytical lens reveals some fascinating insights into just how great Jordan was when he led the Bulls to their fifth and sixth championships in the ’90s.

Unfortunately, we don’t have the data to map out Jordan’s evolution as a shooter or to compare him to other great scorers like Larry Bird and Bernard King, but his shot chart from 1996–1997 proves Jordan was both hyperactive and hyper-efficient. Just look at all of this red:

MICHAEL JORDAN

1996–97 Season*

29.6 Points per Game | NBA Scoring Champion

[image: image]

Jordan used every square inch of the scoring area, but the chart also shows he was converting his shots at above-average rates in all of his favorite spots. As a midrange jump shooter, Jordan combined ridiculous volume with elite efficiency. Decades later it’s now clear that Jordan’s ways of creating all those buckets were not just gorgeous and effective but singular. No NBA player will ever “Be Like Mike” again.

Jordan scored in ways and in places that no player before him ever had and no players in the modern era even try to. If the league’s post-Jordan metamorphosis has left the low post and the midrange for dead in favor of a wide-open brand of basketball, Jordan’s shot charts from the late ’90s represent a bridge that logically connects the primordial NBA to what we are watching today. Jordan connected old school to new school.

No guard had won three straight scoring titles since Jordan’s last years in Chicago until James Harden, one of the best-scoring guards the league has seen in the modern era, did it over 20 years later. When you map out Harden’s jump-shot activity against Jordan’s last two years in Chicago, you see how the game has changed in the 21st century.

MICHAEL JORDAN

Most Common Jump Shot Locations

1996–97 and 1997–98 Seasons
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Harden’s path to those scoring titles was carved out of the shot terrain brought to you by the analytics era. Harden avoided the midrange just like he avoided shaving cream. In winning his scoring titles, Jordan rarely took 3-point jump shots. When Harden won his scoring titles 20 years later, he barely shot the kinds of 2-point jumpers that had defined Jordan’s late-career brilliance.

The Jordan aesthetic was vastly different. He didn’t hunt and peck outside the 3-point line but infiltrated the 2-point area. He would attack the teeth of the defense, shooting unassisted contested jumpers against the best defenders in the game. The league started recording shot locations in year two of the Bulls’ second three-peat. As an athlete, Jordan was already less explosive in those years, and his go-to shots were no longer the gravity-defying jams that had made him famous in the ’80s but the jumpers he struggled to convert as a young player. We’ve become accustomed to this kind of evolution of superstar guards and wings. Kobe Bryant, Jason Kidd, and Tony Parker all made similar stylistic shifts as they got older and less athletic. Like MJ, each won titles long after his athletic prime was behind him. Jordan’s game 1 masterpiece against the Blazers, along with his last three scoring titles in Chicago, gave future stars a blueprint for aging gracefully with jumpers.

Looking closer at his shot terrain in those seasons, you can see that his favorite jump-shot location came off of the low blocks on both sides of the floor. In his last three seasons in Chicago, Jordan became a fearless back-to-the-basket threat who could create his own looks out of the post in ways we hardly ever see anymore from players at any position.

Post play is rare now, but it used to dominate the NBA, and no player in the history of the sport made
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The Monster of the Midrange
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	In 1996–97, Mitch Richmond ranked 2nd in midrange scoring, pouring in 389 field goals from that zone. Jordan made 588!

	Of 53 NBA players that attempted at least 400 midrange shots that year, Jordan ranked 3rd in overall efficiency, hitting 48.9% of over 1,200 tries. Only Chris Mullin and Glen Rice were more accurate. For context, Reggie Miller, commonly regarded as the finest shooter of that era, made 43.4% of his 712 midrange shots that season.
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An Extinct Motif
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The Value of the GOAT
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