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			PRAISE FOR JOSEPH VOGEL’S

			MAN IN THE MUSIC

			“Joseph Vogel has brilliantly cracked the DNA, the code of the work, the artistry of Michael Joseph Jackson. I want to stress the word artistry because people have forgotten or never understood that’s what MJ is, that’s what he worked at day and night. This is the book I have been long awaiting, a pointed, intelligent dissection of an epic body of work. Vogel breaks it down album by album, song by song. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

			—SPIKE LEE

			“Don’t be surprised if it makes you go back and listen…with a whole new outlook on the King of Pop.”

			—ZACK O’MALLEY GREENBURG,

			author of Michael Jackson, Inc.

			“This is the kind of book about Michael Jackson’s music, artistry, and creativity that really needed to be written—and Joseph Vogel has done it and done it very well. I am absolutely floored by Joe’s in-depth research and perceptive insight into what made Michael the one-of-a-kind, record-breaking King of Pop. And—amazingly enough—even I learned a lot!”

			—J. RANDY TARABORRELLI,

			author of Michael Jackson: The Magic, the Madness,

			the Whole Story, 1958–2009

			“[Man in the Music] celebrates Michael’s songs and artistry in a wonderful journey through his music.”

			—JERMAINE JACKSON
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			JOSEPH VOGEL

			MAN IN THE MUSIC

			Joseph Vogel’s work has been featured in The Atlantic, Slate, Forbes, The Guardian, Huff Post, and PopMatters, among other publications. He has appeared in numerous documentaries, including Bad 25 and Michael Jackson’s Journey from Motown to Off the Wall, both directed by Spike Lee. He wrote the liner notes for the posthumous Michael Jackson album Xscape and contributed the entry for Thriller to the National Recording Registry for the Library of Congress.
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			Deep inside, I feel that this world we live in is really a big, huge, monumental, symphonic orchestra. I believe that in its primordial form all of creation is sound and that it’s not just random sound, that it’s music….Music governs the rhythm of the seasons, the pulse of our heartbeats, the migration of birds, the ebb and flow of ocean tides, the cycles of growth, evolution, and dissolution. It’s music, it’s rhythm. And my goal in life is to give the world what I was lucky to receive: the ecstasy of divine union through my music and my dance.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON

				If I’m a musical architect then let me build monuments with sound.

				—MICHAEL JACKSON

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PREFACE TO THE 2019 VINTAGE EDITION

			Michael Jackson’s influence on popular culture is difficult to overstate. His sound, style, dancing, and trademarks are all over our contemporary landscape—in the United States and around the world. From his days at Motown Records with the Jackson 5 to the barrier-breaking success of Thriller to his ill-fated This Is It comeback concert series, he was a unique, ambitious, singular talent.

			Like many kids who came of age in the ’80s, I grew up with Jackson’s music. I listened to “Beat It” on my Walkman; I blasted “Man in the Mirror” for inspiration; I wore out my VHS tape of Michael Jackson: The Legend Continues, mesmerized by his iconic performance of “Billie Jean” in Motown 25. As a teenager, I came to appreciate him on a different level. Songs like “Stranger in Moscow” spoke to my loneliness; tracks like “They Don’t Care About Us” spoke to my sense of social justice; and anthems like “Earth Song” spoke to my concern for the future of our planet. For me, Jackson’s music was far different—and more interesting—than traditional pop fare. The subject matter, the scope, the depth, the emotions all went far beyond typical pop sentiments. Yet, strangely, for such an important artist, very little had been written about his creative work prior to his death in 2009.

			That was particularly true of books on the icon. Compared to artists of similar impact—Elvis Presley, the Beatles, Bob Dylan—the gap was striking. There were two books by the artist himself—the autobiography Moonwalk (1988) and Dancing the Dream (1992), a collection of poems and reflections. There was Nelson George’s early account The Michael Jackson Story (1983) and his subsequent return to that era in the excellent Thriller: The Musical Life of Michael Jackson (2010). There was J. Randy Taraborrelli’s seminal biography Michael Jackson: The Magic, the Madness, the Whole Story (1991, 2010). And there were a handful of others—some cultural criticism, some fan-created, some tabloid driven. But nothing explored his work in a comprehensive way.

			
			Many publishers were skeptical that a book focused on his artistry would sell, even with the surge of interest following his death in 2009. Jackson, they said, simply didn’t have the kind of audience that the Beatles or Dylan or Springsteen did. Sure, he could sell a lot of records, but not enough people wanted to read in-depth explorations of those records.

			Fortunately, not every publisher felt the same, and my book made its way into the world in the fall of 2011. I didn’t know what to expect. But as it turned out, there was indeed a passionate readership waiting for a book like Man in the Music. Some were longtime, diehard Jackson fans; some had become interested in the artist after his death; some were simply curious to get a different perspective on the pop star.

			What was most rewarding was that for the first time in print, Jackson’s creative work was front and center. Man in the Music was not about the artist’s private life (although it does recognize that his personal life informed his work). It did not foreground the cosmetic surgery or hyperbaric chamber or countless other controversies. It was about Michael Jackson the artist: how he operated, what he sought to communicate, how his work interacted with the culture in which it was created and released. A figure of Jackson’s stature deserved that treatment long before I wrote my book.

			The first edition had a great run, but for years after its publication I was anxious to tweak, revise, and improve it. So I went back to work. Over the years, I had accumulated an enormous library of Jackson-related materials. My Google docs were packed with interviews, notes from the artist, obscure articles, track sheets, session calendars, and other pieces of the puzzle.

			
			In addition to my own work, a wave of new books, documentaries, think pieces, academic articles, and monographs on Jackson were released. Filmmaker Spike Lee directed two critically acclaimed documentaries, Bad 25 (2012) and Michael Jackson’s Journey from Motown to Off the Wall (2016). Scholar Susan Fast published an outstanding book-length treatment of the Dangerous album as part of Bloomsbury Academic’s popular 33 ⅓ series. Forbes journalist Zack O’Malley Greenburg published an insightful book (Michael Jackson, Inc., 2014) on Jackson’s business acumen. Rolling Stone writer Steve Knopper published a compelling new biography (MJ: The Genius of Michael Jackson, 2015).

			In addition to this new content, musician and journalist Questlove taught a “classic albums” class on Jackson at New York University. Scholar and author Mark Anthony Neal began offering a regular course on the artist at Duke University, titled “Michael Jackson & the Black Performance Tradition.” Meanwhile, an array of new platforms arose dedicated to exploring his life and work, including Michael Jackson Academic Studies, The MJCast, and Dancing with the Elephant. I am grateful to so many fellow Michael Jackson authors, biographers, researchers, and fans for their contributions and insights (their names, too many to list here, are cited in the acknowledgments).

			I am especially indebted to Michael Jackson’s collaborators, including Quincy Jones, Rod Temperton, Bruce Swedien, Greg Phillinganes, Louis Johnson, David Williams, Paulinho da Costa, John Robinson, Johnny Mandel, Jerry Hey, Buz Kohan, Steve Porcaro, Jeff Porcaro, David Paich, Steve Lukather, Michael Boddicker, Matt Forger, Brad Sundberg, Bill Bottrell, John Barnes, Chris Currell, the Andraé Crouch Choir, Bryan Loren, George Del Barrio, Teddy Riley, Brad Buxer, Michael Prince, Chuck Wild, Jimmy Jam, Terry Lewis, David Foster, Dallas Austin, Rob Hoffman, Dr. Freeze, Babyface, and Rodney Jerkins. Not only did many of these individuals talk to me for hours about their time working with Jackson for the first edition; many also helped with my follow-up questions as I prepared this second edition. This book would not be what it is without their invaluable stories, insights, notes, session calendars, demos, track sheets, and other important documents.

			
			So what’s different about this new edition?

			First, it contains many more behind-the-scenes details from the studio. From further research and conversations with those who worked closely with Jackson, I was able to fill in a lot of gaps and present a much more accurate timeline in terms of how, when, and where his albums were made. This is perhaps the most important addition. I felt it was crucial to make the history as vivid and accurate as possible.

			Second, I’ve tried to set the record straight where possible. There is a lot of mythology surrounding the work of Michael Jackson; it can be difficult to separate fact from fiction. I got some things wrong in the first edition, which have been corrected and fleshed out here, based on my most credible sources. Sometimes collaborators tell conflicting stories or remember things differently. In those cases I have either told both sides or gone with what makes the most sense, given the evidence available.

			Third, it truly focuses on the music. The first edition was mostly about the music but also included information on Jackson’s short films and performances. Ultimately, I felt that coverage was too thin, so I decided, for this book, that it would be better to use that space to go more deeply into the music. This book, then, is entirely about the songs and albums—not the short films, tours, performances, business dealings, or other activities. If any of these other things are mentioned in the book, it is simply to provide context.

			And fourth, it omits any assessment of posthumously released work. Posthumous albums are notoriously difficult—by nature they can never be what the artist would have created. The 2010 album Michael—reviewed in the appendix of the first edition of Man in the Music—was particularly challenging because of the controversy surrounding the so-called Cascio tracks—songs submitted by Eddie Cascio and James Porte shortly after Jackson’s death (three of which appeared on the album). Given the serious questions surrounding the origin and authenticity of the vocals on those tracks, I do not acknowledge or assess them in this book. More broadly, this book does not review any of Jackson’s work after Invincible—the last studio album he saw to completion. The epilogue does mention music he was engaged in during his final years, but those songs are not explored or assessed; their mention is merely intended to give a sense of what the artist was working on.

			
			But the overarching concept of the book remains much the same as the first edition: an album-by-album exploration of Michael Jackson the artist. The goal was to make it all come to life: the historical context, the creative process, the work in the studio, the vitality of the songs. That last point is important. Sometimes in fixating on the minutiae, the power and meanings of the music are lost. I didn’t want this to be a trivia book, nor did I want to impose my own interpretations too strongly onto his music. That is why I draw from an array of other critics. Ultimately, as with the first edition, I try to present Jackson’s music to the reader with as much curiosity and openness as possible. As historian Carl Van Doren put it: “The measure of the creator is the amount of life he puts into his work. The measure of the critic is the amount of life he finds there.”

			The year 2019 marks ten years since Jackson’s death. It was expected to be a celebratory moment, yet that has been complicated, to say the least, with the release of the controversial 2019 HBO documentary Leaving Neverland, in which new allegations of sexual abuse have been leveled against the artist. Important information, conversations, and contexts surrounding those allegations are currently being examined and will no doubt continue. I have researched and grappled with them personally. The people I interviewed for this book talked to me for hours, on and off the record, about Jackson. They spoke candidly about his flaws, his virtues, his habits, his struggles. But none gave any indication of the Michael Jackson portrayed in Leaving Neverland. I say that not as conclusive proof of his innocence but simply to represent the perspectives of my sources.

			
			Given my area of focus—Jackson’s creative work—this book will not attempt to render a verdict on the accusations for the reader. However, chapter 5 offers an account of the 1993 allegations, since they are contextually important for the HIStory album. The 2005 trial, in which Jackson was acquitted, is likewise covered in the epilogue.

			Whatever one concludes about his personal life, Jackson’s art will live on, like the work of countless other controversial icons, from Charlie Chaplin to Elvis Presley, Walt Disney to Alfred Hitchcock, Miles Davis to John Lennon. How he is viewed, at least for the foreseeable future, will vary widely from person to person, culture to culture, and, perhaps, generation to generation. As James Baldwin observed in 1985, very few figures in modern history have attracted as much polarizing attention. For more than half a century, Jackson has been a lightning rod for questions about race, gender, sexuality, innocence, guilt, truth, deception, media, fame, childhood, identity, capitalism, art, and genius. It is a complicated legacy that will no doubt take many more books to begin to unpack.

			Man in the Music is a historical account of his music and how people have responded to it. It is the story of how a young black boy from Gary, Indiana, honed his craft in a cramped living room, in the wings of stages, in the studios of Motown, and went on to become one of the most influential artists of all time.

			Joseph Vogel

			(2019)

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			A GREAT ADVENTURE

			Michael Jackson often explained his creative process as an act of recovering something that already existed. He was a “courier,” bringing these songs into the world, a medium through which the music flowed. He cited Michelangelo’s philosophy that inside every piece of stone or marble was a “sleeping form.” “He’s just freeing it,” Jackson insisted. “It’s already in there. It’s already there.”

			As an artist, then, his work was about liberation. He wanted to free what was bound, awaken what was dormant. He wanted to break through barriers and limitations—any obstacle in the way of his ambition or imagination. He wanted to invigorate the body, mind, and soul. This is what music did for him personally, and it was the effect he intended to generate in his audience as well.

			For millions around the world, this is exactly what he accomplished. To admirers, he was always far more than a mere celebrity or pop star. He was music incarnate. It charged through him like an electric current. Fans often spoke of feeling overwhelmed with joy, transported, empowered, connected, inspired. After witnessing a concert on his Bad World Tour in 1988, Newsweek journalist Jim Miller described him as possessing “the breathtaking verve of his predecessor James Brown, the beguiling wispiness of Diana Ross, the ungainly pathos of Charlie Chaplin, the edgy joy of a man startled to be alive. The crowd gasps and screams….”

			“In person you felt he was almost breakable,” reflected actress Anjelica Huston (who worked with Jackson on his 1986 film, Captain EO). “But then this thing happened when he would start to work: your heart would beat faster and the hair on your arms and the back of your neck would stick up as he literally took your breath away. I think he was the most electrifying performer I’ve ever seen.”

			
			Jackson sometimes compared the reciprocal energy of a performance to a Frisbee—“You hold it, you touch it, and you whip it back.” Audiences, he believed, were more than passive spectators; they were a vibrant community, composed of all ages, races, religions, and cultures, standing shoulder to shoulder, temporarily bound up in the collective spell of his music, imagining the world anew. “You can take them anywhere,” he effused.

			This was his gift as an artist: his ability to fully dissolve into the stories, the emotions, and the magic of his music—and to take people from all walks of life with him. He called this creative bond many things over the years: escapism, entertainment, showmanship, art. But ultimately, for Jackson, it was about sharing and receiving love.

			
				AN UNUSUAL EDUCATION

				In one of his later, lesser-known recordings at Motown—“Music and Me”—Michael Jackson sang what might be one of the most poignant songs of his entire career. Even though he was still a teenager, it was about a long, deep, sustained love and commitment. Yet it wasn’t to a girl or even a friend; it was to his craft. “There have been others,” he sings soulfully, “but never two lovers like music, music and me.”

				That love affair began at a very young age. Jackson was the beneficiary of an unparalleled—albeit unusual—musical education. By the time he turned twenty-one, he had already learned about his craft firsthand from some of the most influential artists of the twentieth century: James Brown, Berry Gordy, Diana Ross, Stevie Wonder, Quincy Jones, Paul McCartney. “The greatest education in the world,” he once said, “is watching the masters at work.” All their tricks, expertise, experiences, and advice were intimately passed along, and Jackson actively absorbed them.

				
				This education began in the context of a vibrant music scene in the civil rights–era Midwest. Just south of Chicago in Gary, Indiana, music was all around him—at the schools, in the clubs, out in the streets, and in his own small house at 2300 Jackson Street. His father, Joseph, played in a blues band called the Falcons, which often jammed and rehearsed in their living room. “I was raised on R&B,” Michael recalled. “My father’s group played the Chicago sound of Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf, but he was open-minded enough to see that the more upbeat, slicker sounds that appealed to us kids had a lot to offer.” Meanwhile, the artist remembers his mother’s, Katherine’s, love of country music. She would sing songs to him like “You Are My Sunshine” and “Cotton Fields.”

				When Jackson and his brothers first began performing, they modeled themselves after the sound and choreography of 1960s soul groups like the Temptations and the Miracles. Later, as the group honed its act on the famous “chitlin circuit,” Jackson had front-row seats to legendary acts like Jackie Wilson, Gladys Knight and the Pips, and the O’Jays. “I carefully watched all the stars,” Michael recalled, “because I wanted to learn as much as I could. I’d stare at their feet, the way they held their arms, the way they gripped a microphone, trying to decipher what they were doing and why they were doing it.”

				Not even ten years old, Jackson would stand to the side of the stage in theaters like the Regal, the Uptown, and the Apollo, watching, absorbing, and learning. “Most of the time I’d be alone backstage,” he recalled. “My brothers would be upstairs eating and talking and I’d be down in the wings, crouching real low, holding on to the dusty, smelly curtain and watching the show. I mean, I really did watch every step, every move, every twist, every turn, every grind, every emotion, every light move.”

				The biggest revelation to young Michael Jackson was the “Godfather of Soul,” James Brown. As Elvis Presley was to a young John Lennon, so James Brown was to Jackson. Jackson, however, had the added advantage of seeing his idol up close and in person. “After studying James Brown from the wings,” he recalled, “I knew every step, every grunt, every spin and turn. I have to say he would give a performance that would exhaust you, just wear you out emotionally. His whole physical presence, the fire coming out of his pores, would be phenomenal. You’d feel every bead of sweat on his face and you’d know what he was going through. I’ve never seen anyone perform like him.”

				
				It wasn’t just Brown’s performing and dancing that Jackson incorporated into his act. Brown’s trademark rhythmic singing, his staccato vocals (short syllables, grunts, screams, and exclamations), and his pure elemental funk are all over Jackson’s music. Jackson, of course, adapted and fused Brown’s style with that of others, but Brown was unquestionably Jackson’s biggest early influence.

				Jackson’s musical education continued at Motown, where he was surrounded by legends like Marvin Gaye, Gladys Knight, and Smokey Robinson. As a young boy, he was especially enthralled by Diana Ross, with whom he lived for several months upon arriving in Los Angeles in 1970. “She was art in motion,” he later wrote. “I watched her rehearse one day in the mirror. She didn’t know I was watching. I studied her, the way she moved, the way she sang, the way she was.” Ross often took Jackson to art museums, teaching him about artists like Michelangelo and Degas, and buying him pencils, paint, and art pads to practice his own work.

				As a young teen, Jackson also sat in on studio sessions with Stevie Wonder, watching him record some of his classic albums, including Songs in the Key of Life. “He would always come into the studio curious about how I worked and what I did,” recalled Wonder. “ ‘How do you do that? Why do you do that?’ I think he understood clearly from seeing various people do the music scene that it definitely took work.” Jackson and Wonder became lifelong friends, collaborating on a handful of songs. Jackson referred to Wonder as a “musical prophet.”

				
				During Jackson’s years at Motown, there were many other important influences who helped shape his natural ability: Suzanne de Passe, the Jackson 5’s early manager, choreographer, stylist, PR instructor, and unofficial nanny; a group of talented songwriters and producers called “the Corporation,” which included Deke Richards, Freddie Perren, and Alphonzo Mizell; and Hal Davis, who wrote many of the Jackson 5’s and Michael’s Motown songs, from “I’ll Be There” to “Dancing Machine.”

				Yet, arguably, no one had as profound an impact on young Michael Jackson’s development as the creator of Motown Records himself, Berry Gordy. Gordy taught Jackson perfectionism (for better or worse) and meticulous attention to detail in the studio. If a song took more than a hundred times to get right, they would record it more than a hundred times. It was exhausting training, especially for a young boy; but Jackson learned. “I’ll never forget his persistence,” he later wrote. “I observed every moment of the sessions where Berry was present and never forgot what I learned. To this day I use the same principles.”

				Yet perhaps Gordy’s biggest impact on Michael was instilling in him the ambition for crossover, chart-topping, world-conquering achievements. Gordy was a savvy, shrewd executive who felt black music could (and should) reach a mass, multiracial, even international audience. Though some felt this was primarily a commercially motivated ambition that sanitized or mainstreamed black music, there is no question that it revolutionized an industry that was, at the time, still highly racially segregated.

				Gordy’s blueprint was important, then, not only because it created a climate for artists like Jackson to be accepted by white and international audiences, but also because it was built on an ideology of inclusion that Jackson would go on to adopt wholeheartedly. For the rest of his career, he refused to be pigeonholed by race, genre, nationality, or anything else. Music, he felt, was universal. And a black boy from Gary, Indiana, could be its king.

				
				This philosophy was a big part of why Jackson was later drawn to Quincy Jones. Jones, he explained in a 1980 interview, was “unlimited musically”: he did everything from jazz to film scores to R&B. He was also “all colors,” which meant to Jackson that his work wouldn’t be boxed in as “black music.”

				While Jackson was rooted—musically and otherwise—in the African American tradition, his range of influences grew far beyond any one race or ethnicity. “I love great music,” he explained. “It has no color, it has no boundaries.” Jackson’s own early musical interests ran the gamut from funk pioneers like P-Funk and Sly and the Family Stone to folk groups like the Carpenters and the Mamas & the Papas; from balladeers like Julie Andrews and Barbra Streisand to disco sensations like the Bee Gees.

				From a young age, Jackson also loved classical music, including composers like Tchaikovsky, Debussy, Prokofiev, Beethoven, Bernstein, and Copland, as well as contemporary film composers like John Williams and John Barry. Jackson was particularly fond of romantic and impressionistic pieces that contained strong melodies and emotional color. To Jackson, music was always very visual; he was often drawn to pieces that were associated with films or musicals, or that evoked some kind of visual presentation, such as Debussy’s Arabesque No. 1 and Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf. The influence of classical music permeates Jackson’s work, and at times even comes through as preludes to his own compositions.

				Jackson loved experiencing art for its own sake (what he often called “the magic”), but he also wanted to understand its “anatomy.” He wanted to understand everything about the way it worked, its history, what had withstood the test of time, and how to take it somewhere new.

				By the time he started Off the Wall, although still a teenager, he already had more than a decade of experience learning from some of the best musicians and songwriters in the industry. Jones described him as a “sponge.” “He wanted to be the best of everything—to take it all in,” Jones said. “He went to the top model in each category to create an act and persona that would be unequaled.”

			

			
				
				A WORLD OF IMAGINATION

				In a note penned around 1985, Jackson wrote about “dissect[ing] all the big selling records. Know what’s selling then study it.” He continued: “Like on Off the Wall and Thriller, Q and I must sit down and listen to each Top 10 album in its entirety. Make Q stay up to date. Study the greats and become greater.”

				The note was written in preparation for the Bad album but was indicative of an approach that persisted throughout his career. Michael Jackson always had his finger on the pulse of the music industry—both as a fan and as an artist searching for new sounds and ideas. This not only included “hits” or music in similar genres. “I have all kinds of tapes and albums people would probably never think were mine,” he once said. That collection included artists as wide-ranging as Zapp, Led Zeppelin, Queen, Yes, Grace Jones, Yellow Magic Orchestra, Kraftwerk, Pink Floyd, Hall & Oates, and Nine Inch Nails.

				Jackson was hugely influenced by both the mystique and artistry of the two major pop phenomenons that preceded him: Elvis Presley and the Beatles. According to collaborators, he would watch films on Presley—including the 1981 documentary, This Is Elvis—over and over again, and study how the pop star generated such hysteria. He adored the music of the Beatles. “The melodies. They are so lovely…structured so perfectly,” he told the Los Angeles Times. It was no accident that he ended up working with Paul McCartney and later purchasing the legendary ATV/Beatles catalog.

				This vast reservoir of musical knowledge comes through in his songs. For “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” he included an African chant, inspired by Manu Dibango’s “Soul Makossa”; on “Little Susie” he used a section from French composer Maurice Duruflé’s choral work, Requiem, Op. 9; on “2 Bad” he sampled hip-hop pioneers Run-DMC. As music critic Greg Tate observed, Jackson was willing to pull from “anybody he thought would make his own expression more visceral, modern, and exciting.” What made Jackson unique as an artist, however, is that many of his influences were anything but hip and contemporary. When asked what his biggest inspiration was for Thriller, he didn’t answer Prince or the Police; he said it was nineteenth-century Russian composer Pytor Ilyich Tchaikovsky. “If you take an album like Nutcracker Suite,” he explained, “every song is a killer, every one. So I said to myself, ‘Why can’t there be a pop album [like that]?’ ”

				
				Jackson was also a devoted fan and student of theater and cinema. He loved Broadway musicals as well as Hollywood musicals, including The Sound of Music, Singin’ in the Rain, West Side Story, and Phantom of the Opera. Jackson’s love of show tunes often put him at odds with traditional rock critics, who felt he could be too “theatrical.” But that influence persisted throughout his career, from the choreography of “Beat It” to the orchestration of “Childhood.”

				Jackson’s film obsession went far beyond musicals. He enjoyed horror, sci-fi, comedy, drama, and animated films. He consumed everything produced by Walt Disney, Steven Spielberg, and George Lucas, as well as Alfred Hitchcock, David Lynch, and Tim Burton. He would watch films, such as Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory, E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial, The Elephant Man, and To Kill a Mockingbird, over and over again. “In film, you live the moment,” he explained. “You have the audience for two hours. You have their brain, their mind—you can take them anyplace you want to take them. You know—and that idea is mesmerizing to me—that you can have the power to move people, to change their lives.”

				Jackson’s passion for film generated many obsessions. He was enamored of Shirley Temple and Elizabeth Taylor (the rumors of “shrines” to both were true). He boasted a bigger cartoon collection than Paul McCartney (a mutual passion the two discovered they shared in the early ’80s when they worked on songs together). He could watch the Three Stooges for hours on end. He famously claimed he “was Peter Pan,” so great was his sense of kinship with J. M. Barrie’s iconic boy-hero. While he read and watched just about every iteration of the story ever made (and nearly starred in his own version to be directed by Steven Spielberg), his favorite visual telling was the classic 1953 Disney film.

				
				His deepest artistic kinship, however, might have been with cinema legend Charlie Chaplin, a similarly paradoxical figure who rose out of poverty to become the biggest entertainer of his age. One can find Chaplin’s movements, stylizations, and combination of exuberance and pathos throughout Jackson’s work. Jackson fell in love with Chaplin as a young teenager, and dressed up as him for numerous photo shoots going back to the late 1970s. He famously covered his song “Smile” in 1995.

				Not only did Jackson watch and listen to these figures; he read about them. Jackson was a voracious reader—a passion he credits to his personal tutor, Rose Fine, who traveled with the Jackson 5 for nearly a decade, overseeing their education. From his childhood until his final years, Jackson would visit bookstores and come home with stacks of books. His personal library contained more than twenty thousand titles, including biographies, poetry, philosophy, psychology, and history. Jackson read about African American history, about Edison and Galileo, about different religions and mythology. He read novels by J. M. Barrie and Charles Dickens. He read poetry. He famously required his managers to read the biography of P. T. Barnum and frequently quoted passages from biographies of Michelangelo and Einstein.

				When Jackson made an album, then, he was drawing from an immense mental storehouse. It was a diverse, vibrant world of imagination that, to Jackson, was just as important as regular day-to-day life, if not more so.

			

			
				
				MERGING MEDIA

				In no small part because of these diverse influences, Jackson’s own work was characterized by fusion: of different eras, different styles, different media, and different genres. This makes assessments of his work rather challenging. The song “Black or White,” for example, contains elements of classic rock, hip-hop, and pop, defying simple categorization. The video, likewise, draws from sources as disparate as Stanley Donen and Gene Kelly’s Singin’ in the Rain and Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing. In addition, it is a dance routine that incorporates numerous styles, from tap to hip-hop to modern dance. For each piece, then, there is a long foreground that makes his work feel simultaneously familiar (because it is historically informed) and fresh (because it is fused in such unique and creative ways).

				Particularly prominent in Jackson’s work is visual representation. More than any recording artist before him, we “see” Michael Jackson’s songs through their accompanying short films. It is almost impossible to hear tracks such as “Thriller,” “Bad,” and “Smooth Criminal” without visualizing Jackson’s costumes, choreography, and cinematic narratives.

				Some music purists—particularly in the 1980s—lamented this new trend of merging music with visuals, feeling it detracted from the authenticity of the song. Before Jackson, many other artists—including Elvis Presley, the Beatles, and David Bowie—had presented their music visually in film and on television. But the art form known as the music video was primarily a promotional tool, featuring poor production, small budgets, and little storytelling.

				Jackson changed that, reinventing the possibilities of the medium. Ambitious videos, like those for “The Triumph,” “Billie Jean,” and “Beat It,” initiated this transformation, replacing cheap, montage-like promos with elaborate, fully realized short films. They featured strong narratives, spectacular visuals and effects, and Jackson’s signature choreography and dance moves. Then came the groundbreaking fourteen-minute video for “Thriller,” which cost more than $1 million to make and became the bestselling VHS home movie of all time. Thriller is now almost universally considered the most influential music video in history.

				
				Such innovation in the medium continued throughout Jackson’s entire career, making him the defining visual artist of the MTV generation. From the pioneering 4-D attraction Captain EO (a 3-D film with additional physical effects, such as shaking, smoke effects, and movement), to the forty-minute Gothic spectacle Ghosts, Jackson was expanding the possibilities of the medium while igniting viewers’ imaginations. In retrospect, as cultural critic Hampton Stevens notes, “The oft-repeated conventional wisdom—that Jackson’s videos made MTV and so ‘changed the music industry’ is only half true. It’s more like the music industry ballooned to encompass Jackson’s talent and shrunk down again without him. Videos didn’t matter before Michael, and they ceased to matter at almost the precise cultural moment he stopped producing great work.”

				Also central to Jackson’s artistry was dance. Jackson’s body was his most instinctual canvas—he was a dancer to the core. Even when recording in the studio, he couldn’t help but dance. Onstage, his body seemed to become possessed by the music. “I am a slave to the rhythm,” he explained. “I am a palette. I just go with the moment. You’ve got to do it that way because if you’re thinking, you’re dead. Performing is not about thinking; it’s about feeling.”

				To Jackson, choreography was like lines in painting: it gave borders within which to operate. But it couldn’t be constrained by counting; Jackson never counted when dancing, instead relying on more instinctive, rhythmic movement. Collaborators marveled at how quickly he picked up new choreography. He approached it viscerally, allowing himself to become the “embodiment” of each piece. “When you’re dancing,” he revealed, “you are just interpreting the music and the sounds and the accompaniment. If there’s a driving bass, if there’s a cello, if there’s a string, you become the emotion of what the sound is.” This ability to fully inhabit the music is what set him apart as a dancer. Many of his moves had been done by others, even the moonwalk; but he got deep inside them, understood what they could convey, and made them his own.

				
				As with every other art form, Jackson also studied from the greats, including Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Sammy Davis Jr., James Brown, Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, Bob Fosse, Martha Graham, Alvin Ailey, and Jeffrey Daniel—many of whom likewise admired him. Fred Astaire was so impressed with Jackson’s performance of “Billie Jean” at the Motown 25 special that he called the artist up, saying, “You’re a hell of a mover. Man, you really put them on their asses last night. You’re an angry dancer. I’m the same way.” Jackson said it was the greatest compliment he had received in his entire life.

			

			
				SINGING BEYOND LANGUAGE

				There should—and, no doubt, eventually will be—books focused entirely on Michael Jackson’s contributions to dance, television, and film (among other areas). The focus of this book, however, is his music—more specifically, the albums he created as an adult solo artist, beginning with 1979’s landmark release, Off the Wall.

				Perhaps, in part, because Jackson was such a powerful entertainer, performer, and dancer, his considerable abilities as a singer, songwriter, producer, and recording artist are often overlooked. There are a variety of reasons for this—one being that assessing Jackson’s work is much different than assessing the work of a traditional singer-songwriter like Bob Dylan, Paul Simon, or Bruce Springsteen. With such artists, the lyrics are out front and the main focus of critical assessments; with Jackson, however, they are not the primary entry point.

				That’s not to say that his lyrics aren’t important. As he matured as an artist, the content of his lyrics evolved, and could often be quite striking. Yet to really appreciate what Jackson brings to the table, one must recognize all the ways he is able to convey meaning and emotion beyond the use of language: his nonverbal vocalizations—the trademark gulps, grunts, gasps, cries, and exclamations; his beatboxing, percussive accents, scatting, and James Brown–like staccato; the way he stretches and contorts words until they are barely decipherable.

				
				For Jackson, the idea was first and foremost to make the audience “feel” the song as a sense impression, rather than to intellectualize it. Such “impressions” can be more difficult for critics to analyze. Jackson’s more instinctual method was learned, in part, by watching the masters of funk, soul, and rhythm and blues. Yet he developed a style that was unmistakably his own. It was a voice that could brilliantly conjure up emotional extremes, infusing the most ordinary lyric with depth and pathos. “[Michael],” observed Quincy Jones, “has some of the same qualities as the great jazz singers I’d worked with: Ella, Sinatra, Sassy, Aretha, Ray Charles, Dinah. Each of them had that purity, that strong signature sound and that open wound that pushed them to greatness. Singing crushed their pain, healed their hurts, and dissolved their issues. Music was their release from emotional prisons.”

				From a technical standpoint, Jackson could move comfortably through nearly four octaves. “He goes from basso low E up to G and A-flat above high C,” said his voice coach Seth Riggs in 1991. “A lot of people think it’s falsetto [a higher vocal register used by singers outside their normal range], but it’s not. It’s all connected, which is remarkable.” A natural tenor, his chest voice (the voice from which a person typically speaks) could stretch high (as in “Baby Be Mine”) and low (as in “Who Is It”), depending on the emotional content of the song. While in his early solo career he sang mostly in his upper register and falsetto, he became increasingly adept at using his mid-range and lower register (as in songs like “Remember the Time” and “Beautiful Girl”). Occasionally, Jackson even dropped down to baritone (as in “2,000 Watts”).

				Riggs marveled at the singer’s brilliant instincts, diverse palette of timbres, beautiful vibrato, and perfect pitch. Yet he was equally impressed with the hours of work, dedication, and practice that went into his craft as a vocalist. Before recording, Jackson often trained with Riggs for at least two hours. Riggs introduced Jackson to “speech-level singing,” a method that allowed one to stretch the natural chest voice without breaks or cracks. Together, they practiced a number of exercises to maximize his range and delivery. People often take for granted Jackson’s transition from one of the most gifted child singers of all time to an adult singer, but it required an enormous amount of effort, training, and development. The singer had to find new ways of approaching songs and new ways of stretching and utilizing his mature voice.

				
				Among the highlights of that mature voice were his iconic falsetto and gorgeous harmonies. But perhaps its best quality was the range of emotions, textures, and colors it could evoke. Across his solo catalog, it could be warm and vibrant (“I Can’t Help It”); sensual (“The Lady in My Life”); jubilant and bright (“The Way You Make Me Feel”); vulnerable (“Childhood”); aggressive and gritty (“Scream”); anguished (“Give in to Me”); sublime (“Human Nature”); and spiritual (“Will You Be There”).

				While Jackson often expressed a belief in the preeminence of melody, it was his masterful sense of rhythm that most impressed music experts. “Jackson was a dancer at heart,” wrote music critic Neil McCormick, “and his vocal prowess expressed itself playfully within and around the rhythm. He liked to multitrack himself…so that he was spinning off his own vocal, providing his own calls and response. I often think that it is one of those voices that would stand out in any context, which you cannot say of many pop singers, hitting a space that is emotionally right on the button but is almost more than human, transcending all divides in the way that, sometimes, a great world singer can…moving beyond language into pure music.”

				This transcendence was what Jackson aimed to achieve with his singing. Pure music. Listen to his passionate exclamations at the climax of “Man in the Mirror” or his wordless cries in the chorus and call-and-response of “Earth Song.” Everything is communicated with his voice and the music.

			

			
				
				MUSIC AS TAPESTRY

				Jackson used his intuitive musicality as a songwriter as well. While he didn’t read music or play instruments proficiently, he could vocally convey the arrangement, rhythm, tempo, and melody of a track, including nearly every instrument. “He starts with an entire sound and song,” explained producer Bill Bottrell. “Usually he doesn’t start with lyrics, but he hears the sound and the whole arrangement of the song in his head….He hums things. He can convey it with his voice like nobody. Not just singing the song’s lyrics, but he can convey a feeling in a drum part or a synthesizer part.”

				Oftentimes, Jackson would vocalize a new song into a tape recorder until he could get to a studio; other times he would call a musician or producer and dictate to them directly. “One morning [Michael] came in with a new song he had written overnight,” recalled assistant engineer Rob Hoffman. “We called in a guitar player, and Michael sang every note of every chord to him. ‘Here’s the first chord, first note, second note, third note. Here’s the second chord, first note, second note, third note,’ etc., etc. We then witnessed him giving the most heartfelt and profound vocal performance, live in the control room….He would sing us an entire string arrangement, every part. Steve Porcaro once told me he witnessed [Jackson] doing that with the string section in the room. Had it all in his head, harmony and everything. Not just little eight bar loop ideas. He would actually sing the entire arrangement into a microcassette recorder complete with stops and fills.”

				Once Jackson got down the foundation of the song, he would begin fleshing it out, layer by layer, a process that would sometimes take a few weeks and sometimes take years. “Music is tapestry,” he explained. “It’s different layers, it’s weaving in and out, and if you look at it in layers, you understand it better.” He liked to allow time for the song to reveal itself. If it wasn’t quite there, he would move on to something else and come back to it later. Those who worked with him speak of his patience, focus, and genuine commitment to his craft. “He was a consummate professional,” recalled technical director Brad Sundberg. “If his vocals were scheduled for a noon downbeat, he was there at 10:00 a.m., with his vocal coach Seth [Riggs], singing scales. Yes, scales. I would set up the mic, check the equipment, make coffee, and all the while he would sing scales for two hours.”

				
				In the studio, particularly later in his career, Jackson would often request a scalding-hot drink with cough drops to relax his vocal cords. He always liked the playback loud—so loud his collaborators often had to wear earplugs or leave the room. He also liked the lights off, as the darkness allowed him to feel less self-conscious and able to totally immerse himself in the song. As he sang, he often danced, stomped, or snapped his fingers. If he didn’t have the lyrics written yet, he would simply scat through the song or make up words as he went along to block it out.

				In the Thriller and Bad sessions, in particular, he liked to bring animals into the studio, including his chimpanzee, Bubbles, and his python, Muscles (who enjoyed the warmth of the control board and terrified Quincy Jones). As strange as the artist seemed to the outside world, it is nearly impossible to find anyone Jackson worked with in the studio who doesn’t speak positively of the experience. From techs and assistant engineers to high-profile producers and fellow musicians, all describe him as possessing a certain “aura”—but, unlike many stars, being generous, humble, and polite. “He’ll say: ‘Can I hear a little more piano in the earphones, please?’ ” recalled recording engineer Bruce Swedien. “I turn up the piano in his cue mix, and then he’ll say, ‘Thank you.’ This is an industry where you don’t hear those words a whole lot.”

				Collaborators also recall his sense of humor, penchant for pranks, and “boisterous” laugh. They describe his curiosity. They point out his passion and excitement for each new project. “All of Michael’s recordings were done with a sense of joy that I have never experienced with another artist,” recalled Swedien. “Not just fun and laughing and stuff, I mean real musical joy….His passion for what we were doing was boundless.”

				
				Producer Bill Bottrell, who worked closely with Jackson during the recording sessions for Bad and Dangerous, praises Jackson for challenging and stretching him as a fellow artist: “[He] just started asking me to take more responsibility, play more music, write music, play more instruments….He changed my life. And it never stopped feeling that way.” Songwriter and musician Brad Buxer, who worked intimately with Jackson for twenty-five years, recalled the thrill of finding just the right chord or beat. “When you did something [Michael] liked,” Buxer said, “he would say, ‘That’s it. That’s perfect. Lock this in cement.’ We called the versions that were special ‘Bible versions.’ We’d go through thousands of versions, but we’d put ‘Bible’ by the best one.”

				While Jackson was classified as a solo artist, the process of creation was never an isolated act. The idea might come in a moment of solitude, but it was brought to fruition in much the same way as a director brings a film into the world: through a dynamic interplay of creativity. Jackson loved assembling talent and being part of a creative team. Once he found the right people, from the earliest Off the Wall sessions with Quincy Jones and Bruce Swedien to his later projects with people like John Barnes, Bill Bottrell, Teddy Riley, and Rodney Jerkins, the motto remained the same: music first. The quality had to go in before the content went out.

				So too did the innovation. Jackson was constantly trying to create “sounds the ear had never heard.” In 1985, he created a company called Experiments in Sound. Its sole purpose was to develop fresh and interesting sounds that could be used in music. To this end, he worked with some of the brightest synth programmers in the world; he purchased the newest studio gear before it hit the market; and he sent collaborators out “in the field” to record things—breaking glass, clanging metal, sweeping brooms, fireworks—that might be incorporated into music. In his 1991 song “She Drives Me Wild,” he built the entire foundation of a song around street sounds: horns honking, doors slamming, sirens. The consistent pioneering and innovation of sound from album to album may be the single most underappreciated aspect of Jackson’s solo catalog.

				
				The music that resulted from such efforts reinvented the parameters of pop. It contained elements of R&B, disco, funk, jazz, soul, electronic, industrial, hip-hop, gospel, classical, and Broadway. It pulled from Africa (“Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ”) and Asia (“Who Is It”), Latin America (“Whatever Happens”) and Russia (“Little Susie”). Jackson was often criticized for this eclecticism, with critics claiming he was simply targeting demographics; but he defended himself by arguing for a borderless music. “I don’t categorize music,” he said in a 2001 interview. “Music is music….How can we discriminate?” This was his philosophy, and it is the hallmark of his work and artistry. Just as the Beatles made rock inclusive enough to contain elements of Eastern music, folk, R&B, psychedelia, and classical, Jackson made “pop” limitless in its range of sounds, styles, and possibilities.

			

			
				ARTISTIC EVOLUTION

				In spite of his creative ambition, however, the conventional wisdom from many music critics for decades was that Michael Jackson reached his artistic peak with Off the Wall and Thriller. Everything that followed, they claimed, reflected a slow and steady decline.

				In its 2009 obituary, The New York Times referred to his post-Thriller career as a “bizarre disintegration.” Similarly, in Time’s 2009 retrospective, Josh Tyrangiel wrote, “Given the tumult in his personal life, it’s no surprise that the 1990s were a barren period for Jackson creatively.” Tyrangiel and other critics didn’t explain why personal tumult was often so creatively fertile for other artists but not for Jackson. They also overlooked Jackson’s prolific creative output during the ’90s—he wrote and recorded at least as many songs (if not more) in that decade than he did in the ’80s—which was far from a “barren period.”

				
				Music critic Jon Pareles at least offers a slightly more specific criticism, claiming it was Jackson’s loss of innocence that led to his artistic decline. “The underlying sweetness that had made Mr. Jackson endearing, even at his strangest, had curdled,” he wrote. Yet, as sweet and joyous as many of his early songs are, there is always a dark side as well, as seen in tracks like “This Place Hotel” and “Billie Jean.”

				Even as his sales numbers and cultural impact in the United States declined (it is often overlooked that his popularity grew through most of the rest of the world), the richness and depth of his artistry blossomed, particularly in the 1990s. Listen, for example, to a song like “Stranger in Moscow,” a haunting expression of loneliness and alienation that could rank among the best work in his entire catalog; or to the Gothic pop masterwork “Is It Scary,” which turns a mirror on an accusing society, forcing it to look at its own grotesque reflection; or to “Morphine,” an experimental piece of industrial funk that was as raw and honest as anything Jackson ever recorded. As cultural critic Armond White observed, “Jackson’s career arc from beloved child star to dazzling young adult to ever-perplexing world conqueror shows a restless imagination. He pushed the culture forward—challenging it—as he also challenged himself. His idiosyncratic nature proved puzzling and alluring, yet it also torments the status quo—which is highly ironic for pleasurable pop art to do.”

				Such work may have showcased a darker, less “sweet” version of Jackson, but it certainly wasn’t barren or boring. As music critic Jody Rosen pointed out: “Though he aimed bigger and broader than any pop star before or since—he wanted every single person in the world to buy his records—he never compromised. His music is the strangest and darkest ever to achieve blockbuster success; by comparison, Sinatra, Elvis, the Beatles, and Madonna are positively milquetoast.”

				
				Jackson, however, had a way of balancing this darkness with blasts of light, elation, and wonder. Even in his later works there are still moments of unadulterated joy: songs that simply make you want to dance, like “You Rock My World”; songs that capture the essence of being in love, like the retro-soul classic “Butterflies”; or songs that exude pure nostalgic bliss, like “Remember the Time.”

				In this way, Jackson’s work is notable for how it presents the entire spectrum of human emotion, from extreme vulnerability to empowerment; from despair to ecstasy. One way to understand his body of work is to consider William Blake’s classic collection of poems, Songs of Innocence and Experience, in which there is a similar constant interplay or tension between “contrary states.” Jackson was a master of paradox. Just when one settled into a seemingly secure “state,” the ground shifted. The artist liked to keep his audience on their toes, never knowing what was around the next corner.

				Moving through Jackson’s catalog, then, is a turbulent ride, though we certainly encounter familiar and recurring themes. We find songs about seduction and deception (“Billie Jean,” “Dangerous”); songs rooted in the Gothic/horror tradition (“Thriller,” “Is It Scary”); media critiques (“Leave Me Alone,” “Tabloid Junkie”) and social critiques (“Black or White,” “They Don’t Care About Us”); classic love songs (“Rock with You,” “Remember the Time”); songs about loneliness (“Who Is It,” “Stranger in Moscow”); and his humanitarian anthems (“Man in the Mirror,” “Heal the World”).

				Yet if there is an overarching thread to Jackson’s work, it is its persistent dissatisfaction with the world as it is, and its attempt to provide some kind of escape or antidote, or spark a transformation. It is a fundamentally romantic paradigm—a journey from brokenness and alienation toward wholeness and transcendence. “Many of his most affecting performances,” observed author Jeff Chang, “were about distance and displacement, the desire to be somewhere else, the inability to return to a lost past.” We see this throughout Jackson’s catalog. He’s searching for the world that he comes from in “Childhood”; he doesn’t know whether to live or die in “She’s Out of My Life”; he’s trapped in “Leave Me Alone”; he’s uncertain in “Will You Be There”; he’s abandoned in “Stranger in Moscow.”

				
				These are the realities of what Jackson calls the “wounded world”: the result of the disconnect people feel from each other and their environment. They are narratives of estrangement and sadness. “I used to dream,” he sings in “Earth Song.” “I used to glance beyond the stars / Now I don’t know where we are / Although I know we’ve drifted far.” In “Jam” he is “conditioned by the system.” And in “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’ ” he is “Stuck in the middle / And the pain is thunder.”

				Yet Jackson always believed the music could get him out—and that he could take his listeners with him. Thus, in “Startin’ Somethin’,” there is a remarkable finale in which Jackson cries out, “I know I am someone!” before leading the collective chant that ends the song. Likewise, in “Man in the Mirror,” introspection morphs into outward-looking compassion, as his call-and-response with the choir symbolically connects the artist with the larger community. Not every song provides this type of cathartic breakthrough. However, in principle, it was what Jackson believed music could accomplish.

			

			
				BREAKING BARRIERS

				Given the nature of his artistry, it should come as no surprise that among Michael Jackson’s greatest achievements is breaking barriers: institutional, racial, cultural, national, and otherwise. Before Jackson, America had a long history of marginalizing African American artists and musical styles. This marginalization was enforced and reinforced in a number of ways: from airplay to awards to recognition in print. Yet many successful black artists before Jackson blazed trails: Louis Armstrong, Billie Holiday, Duke Ellington, Chuck Berry, James Brown, Aretha Franklin, Stevie Wonder.

				
				None, however, reached the heights of Jackson, who at the peak of Thriller-mania even eclipsed the popularity of Elvis Presley and the Beatles. Thriller not only broke down racial barriers on MTV, but also just about every other apparatus of the entertainment industry (radio, print, award shows, publishing). For African Americans, Jackson’s success was an enormous source of affirmation and achievement. The music they had invented was finally being recognized at the highest level. As music critic Greg Tate put it: “Black people cherished Thriller’s breakthrough as if it were their own battering ram [against] apartheid.”

				His success wasn’t meaningful only to African Americans. “Even though rooted in black experience,” wrote cultural critic Michael Eric Dyson, “he felt it would be a crime to limit his music to one race, sex, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation or nationality. Michael’s art transcended every way that human beings have thought of to separate themselves, and then healed those divisions, at least at the instant that we all shared his music.”

				From his groundbreaking 1980 short film The Triumph, a sci-fi–inflected story about racial harmony, Jackson aimed for this borderless, cosmopolitan universality. “From a child to older people,” he explained, “from the farmers of Ireland to the lady who scrubs toilets in Harlem…I want to reach every demographic I can through the love and joy and simplicity of music.”

				By the early 1990s, Jackson was playing to sold-out audiences across the globe: Moscow and Warsaw, Tokyo and Manila, Mumbai and Bangkok, Cape Town and Barcelona. His songs were played in every corner of the world. His lyrics were often better known than those of national anthems.

				
				After the Thriller era, his reputation changed, particularly in the United States. Jackson remained the biggest entertainer in the world, but he became increasingly polarizing. The artist had always been “different”; people often forget how unlikely it was that mainstream America ever embraced a man who wore makeup, spoke in a high voice, dressed in sequins, and lived in a miniature Disneyland.

				Yet as the 1980s wore on, Jackson’s eccentricities became more apparent and pronounced, including his ever-changing physical appearance—and Americans, in particular, had a difficult time processing it. He was discussed far less as an artist and more as a curiosity or spectacle. By the mid-1980s, the “Wacko Jacko” label began to take hold. In 1993, perceptions of the pop star took a much more disturbing turn, when Jackson was accused of sexual abuse (these allegations are discussed in more depth in chapter 5). While the case was ultimately settled out of court with Jackson adamantly maintaining his innocence, it irrevocably changed his life, career, and reputation.

				For fans and admirers, however, Jackson acquired a new cultural role in these later years. He was the archetypal maligned and misunderstood artist, perpetually at odds with the world around him. He spoke to those who felt marked, different, weird, “other”—those who didn’t fit in. While the media mocked him and comedians made him a punchline, friends and fans saw him as the victim of a cruel and callous culture. Jackson, they said, was a gentle, sensitive soul. Steven Spielberg once described him as a “fawn in a burning forest.” Jackson himself often reinforced this delicate persona. He was the innocent man-child, forever compensating for his lost childhood, the seraphic singer who received inspiration from the branches of his giving tree.

				Yet in the 1990s, he increasingly used his work to strike back at the society that scorned him. He embraced the darker side of romanticism—the Gothic—to express both his own internal demons and the horrors he saw in the outside world. In his 1997 musical film Michael Jackson’s Ghosts, for example, the citizens of Normal Valley seek to drive Jackson, the eccentric outsider, out of town (an allegory of the dynamics surrounding the 1993 allegations of sexual abuse against him).

				
				In the final two decades of his life, then, Jackson played a less mainstream but still compelling cultural role, as many of his songs—among them, “They Don’t Care About Us,” “Little Susie,” “We’ve Had Enough,” and “Earth Song”—spoke to and for the neglected, wounded, marginalized, and oppressed. Most of these songs were overlooked or maligned by critics, who preferred his calls to the dance floor over his more social and political material.

			

			
				DEATH AND REBIRTH

				It took something unexpected—and tragic—to finally begin to put Michael Jackson’s artistic and cultural significance into perspective. On a Wednesday morning in June 2009, thirty years after Off the Wall had launched his solo career, Michael Jackson died in his home at the age of fifty.

				The news sent shock waves around the world. Word spread rapidly via social media, television, radio, and online news sites. Traffic was so overwhelming that many websites—Wikipedia, Google, TMZ, and the Los Angeles Times—temporarily froze or crashed. “Today was a seminal moment in Internet history,” said a spokesperson for AOL. “We’ve never seen anything like it in terms of scope or depth.”

				The global response to Jackson’s death was simply without historical parallel. It was bigger than Elvis’s, bigger than Lennon’s; bigger even than Pope John Paul II’s and Princess Diana’s. Media experts estimated that Jackson’s memorial was watched on TV or online by an astounding one billion people.

				Meanwhile, within hours of the tragic news, Jackson’s music and videos began flying off the shelves. In the week following his death, nine of the top ten positions on the Billboard Catalog Albums chart in the United States belonged to Jackson, a feat never before accomplished. By the next week, he occupied the top twelve positions. He also became the first artist to top the Billboard 200 with a catalog album (Number Ones appropriately stayed at #1 for six weeks).

				
				On iTunes and other online retailers, the King of Pop similarly reigned supreme, shattering record after record for digital sales. In the United States, no artist had ever sold one million downloads in a week; in the week following his death, with stock wiped clean in brick-and-mortar stores, Jackson had $2.6 million in record sales. Across the world, Jackson’s songs and albums reached #1 in every country with digital charts, including Australia, Japan, New Zealand, Argentina, and Germany.

				By the end of 2009, Jackson had sold more than eight million albums in the United States and an estimated thirty million worldwide in a matter of months, not only becoming the bestselling artist of the year by a landslide, but also surpassing even his own stratospheric sales records from the glory years of Thriller. These staggering numbers didn’t even account for other channels—streaming on sites like Pandora and Spotify, Jackson marathons on radio and TV, and the estimated fifteen billion Jackson-related views on sites like YouTube.

				Then there were the full-magazine commemorations in Rolling Stone, Billboard, People, Time, and Newsweek, among dozens of others; the TV documentaries and tributes; and, eventually, the millions of people who went to theaters that fall to watch Michael Jackson’s This Is It, a film about the artist’s final concert rehearsals that grossed over $260 million, becoming the bestselling music film of all time.

				It was a remarkable reascent for the King of Pop, made even more so considering the context. Jackson hadn’t released an album in eight years; he had only performed two concerts (at Madison Square Garden in 2001) in the past decade; and his last major public appearance had been his 2005 acquittal, following months of lurid headlines and assumed guilt. Even with the remarkable interest in his planned This Is It concert series at the O2 Arena in London, most industry experts saw his brand as dead. While his fans remained ardent, it had been a long time since the general public had thought of him as anything other than a curiosity, a punch line, or worse.

				
				Now he was once again the biggest artist on the planet. In a 2009 retrospective for The Atlantic, Hampton Stevens argued that he was “the most influential artist of the twentieth century.” Elvis Presley and the Beatles were enormous, Stevens acknowledged, particularly in the United States. But Jackson’s cross-cultural influence was unparalleled.

				In the wake of his death, this global reach was on full display. Spontaneous tributes and
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